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Introduction 

The New-Testament author Paul is often seen as a key figure at a crucial time. He is 
considered to be the founder of Christianity, or, at the very least, one of the most influential 
thinkers of this new religion. It is clear from his letters that Paul himself also believed he was 
playing a vital role at a significant moment in history, albeit in a very different way. Paul was 
convinced that the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ marked the end of the world as it 
had been, and the beginning of a new era. In this new era, which was already present for 
those who lived ‘in Christ’, God would no longer distinguish between Jew and gentile. Paul 
was thus not concerned to found a new religion, but rather to make people aware of the 
imminent end, and the consequences that this end would have for them.  

This study will examine Paul’s declaration that ‘there is neither Jew nor Greek, 
neither slave nor free, nor male and female’ (Galatians 3:28) as an expression of his 
eschatological expectations; an expression which reflects the importance of cosmopoli-
tanism in first-century social ideals. Recent research into Paul is increasingly focussed on 
understanding his hopes and expectations in the context of wider contemporary thought, 
both Jewish and non-Jewish. Such a contextual approach has been undertaken with regard 
to many aspects of Paul’s thought and writings. His ideas about issues such as marriage and 
sexuality, for example, his epistolary style and the type of argumentation he uses, have all 
been examined in the context of contemporary thought and convention.1 Yet the phrase 
‘there is neither Jew nor Greek, neither slave nor free, nor male and female’ has escaped a 
thoroughly first-century reading; this statement is instead often decontextualised, as if it 
speaks directly to a modern way of thinking. The declaration has been called a ‘lovely lonely 
alien’, unhappily trapped in a Pauline letter, but with great appeal for scholars and other 
readers of Paul.2 

Paul’s brief statement about unity in Christ has been read, interpreted and employed 
in both religious and academic contexts. It is a statement that is seen as a central creed of 
early Christianity, but there appears to be little consensus on the background, meaning, or 
implications of what Paul is saying. According to Ben Witherington, this particular statement 
of Paul illustrates the fact that ‘all too often the meaning is in the eye of the beholder and 
that without proper care and attention to the context, text becomes pretext’.3 Even though 
a great deal of study has been devoted to it, surprisingly little attempt has been made to 
place this text in its broader historical context and to ask some very basic questions: What 
would it mean in a first-century context to put these three pairs together? What can we 

                                                      
1
 See, e.g., Will Deming, Paul on Marriage and Celibacy: The Hellenistic Background of 1 Corinthians 7 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 1995); Kathy L. Gaca, The Making of Fornication: Eros, Ethics, and 
Political Reform in Greek Philosophy and Early Christianity (Berkeley: University of California Press 2003); 
Stanley E. Porter and Sean A. Adams, Paul and the Ancient Letter Form (Leiden: Brill 2010); Moisés 
Mayordomo, Argumentiert Paulus logisch? Eine Analyse vor dem Hintergrund antiker Logik (Tübingen: Mohr 
Siebeck 2005). 
2
 Brigitte Kahl ascribes the view of this text as alien to Paul’s wider thought to ‘feminist and liberation oriented 

readings’ (Brigitte Kahl, ‘No Longer Male: Masculinity Struggles Behind Galatians 3.28?’, Journal for the Study 
of the New Testament 79 (2000), 37-49, 37). 
3
 Ben Witherington III, ‘Rite and Rights for Women: Galatians 3. 28’, New Testament Studies 27 (1981), 593-

604, 593. Witherington reads Paul’s text predominantly against the background of rabbinic statements about 
men and women.  
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learn about Paul’s thought on Jew and Greek, slave and free, and male and female, if we 
understand this saying as part of the cultural conversation about these pairs in Paul’s own 
time? These are the questions that will concern us in this study. Before setting out my 
methodological approach in more detail, we will first turn to the current scholarly debate.  

Identity and Difference: Current Interpretations  

It is clear that Paul’s statement about unity in Christ causes a great deal of disagreement. 
This difference of opinion is exacerbated by the fact that often, the focus is on only one of 
the three pairs mentioned by Paul, only on Jew-Greek, only on slave-free, or only on male-
female. And depending on whether they examine the head, rump or tail of this statement, 
scholars come to very different conclusions about what kind of animal it is. In this section, I 
will discuss scholarship on each of these pairs in turn, before focussing, in the next section, 
on those perspectives that interpret the phrase as a whole.  

Recent scholarship on Paul has a strong interest in ethnicity and ethnic identity and 
thus focusses especially on the first pair of the statement. Various forms of identity theory 
are used as an interpretative framework. In his recent study of Paul’s statement about unity 
in Christ, Bruce Hansen discusses what he calls Paul’s ‘social vision’. According to Hansen, 
the Pauline community ‘embraces the presence of various identities’, and within that 
plurality, Paul’s statement makes a ‘vigorous case against the dominance of any particular 
alternate cultural identity’.4 Paul is seen to create a unified social identity, which does not 
exclude other social identities, as long as these fit within it. In Hansen’s view, the identity 
that is most problematic to fit within the new unity as Paul imagines it, to the extent that it 
even threatens the cohesion of the community, is that of Torah observance.  

A similar approach based on identity, but with a diametrically different outcome, is 
taken by Caroline Johnson Hodge. According to Johnson Hodge, Paul’s statement engages in 
‘ethnic discourse’; he ‘encourages the gentiles in Galatia to rank their “in-Christness” higher 
than their other available identities’.5 Being ‘in Christ’ can be superimposed over other 
identities, without necessarily changing those identities. The identity singled out as 
problematic in this approach is not Torah observance, but rather a non-Jewish identity. For 
gentiles, according to Johnson Hodge, being in Christ represents a radical change, because 
they now belong to Abraham; they are descendants of the founding ancestor of the Jews. 
Consequently, far from being ethnically neutral, being ‘in Christ’ is grounded in Jewish 
identity. In contrast to Hansen, Johnson Hodge emphasises that being ‘in Christ’ does not 
require Jews to appropriate any Greek or gentile traits; it is already a Jewish identity.6  

In his recent commentary on Galatians, Martin de Boer also takes identity as the 
relevant category for interpreting Paul’s statement. According to De Boer, the citation of the 

                                                      
4
 Bruce Hansen, All of You Are One: The Social Vision of Galatians 3.28, 1 Corinthians 12.13 and Colossians 3.11 

(London: T&T Clark 2010), 195. Hansen takes a social-scientific approach to Paul, applying ethnic theory and a 
model of ‘dynamic social identity construction’. Other recent studies that focus on identity include Atsuhiro 
Asano, Community-Identity Construction in Galatians: Exegetical, Social-Anthropological and Socio-Historical 
Studies (London: T&T Clark 2005); Miroslav Kocúr, National and Religious Identity: A Study in Galatians 3, 23-
29 and Romans 10, 12-21 (Frankfurt am Main: P. Lang 2003). 
5
 Caroline Johnson Hodge, If Sons, Then Heirs: A Study of Kinship and Ethnicity in the Letters of Paul (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press 2007), 129. She argues that Paul himself has done the same, ‘reprioritising’ his identity 
in Christ over his Jewish identity. 
6
 Johnson Hodge If Sons, Then Heirs, 131, 152. 
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formula serves to remind the Galatians of their new identity in Christ, and therefore, the 
Galatian believers are no longer to think of themselves as Jews or as gentiles but as ‘sons-
heirs-of God’.7 In contrast to the previous two approaches, the new identity in Christ is not 
seen by De Boer as an additional or superimposed identity, but as one that replaces the old 
identities of both Jews and gentiles. While identity is thus a category that is widely used, 
especially in relation to the pair Jew-Greek, it is one that yields very different and even 
contradictory outcomes.  

In contrast, those scholars who take an interest in the second and third pairs, namely 
slave-free and male-female, rarely see Paul’s statement in terms of identity. Here, the 
debate centres more on the implications for social practices. Some scholars argue that in 
Paul’s statement, the principle forms of social dominance in Roman society are ‘transcended 
in an alternative society’.8 Recent scholarship on Paul and slavery, however, appears to be 
dominated by the idea that he was a social conservative, who confirmed the inferior 
position of slaves in society. According to Jennifer Glancy, Paul’s denial of the division 
between slave and free (in Galatians 3:28) is ‘only a cover up’. 9 Paul’s real attitude towards 
slaves shines through in this conventional talk about slaves as inferior. If Paul claims that the 
distinction between slave and free was erased, this can only be an attempt to conceal his 
true attitude.  

Although there are differing opinions among those who focus on the third pair, 
‘male-female’, it is here that we encounter the strongest advocates for an egalitarian 
reading of the statement. Philip Payne, for example, argues that Paul ‘affirms the equal 
standing (…) of women and men’.10 Yet there is also a perceived tension between the 
supposed equality declared in the Galatian statement and Paul’s remarks about women in 
other letters. Daniel Boyarin speaks for many scholars when observing that on the issue of 
gender, ‘Paul seems to have produced a discourse which is so contradictory as to be almost 
incoherent’.11  

The interpretations generated by the scholarly focus on each of the individual pairs 
are thus not easy to reconcile, and there seems to be little fruitful discussion between them. 
Yet it is difficult to accept that Paul would combine such wide-ranging meanings 
intentionally in one single statement; that he would be concerned with redefining ethnic 
identity, while covering up his social conservatism, for example.  

Equally problematic are the different assessments of this statement in relation to 
Paul’s thought as a whole. Studies on ethnicity are likely to see the declaration as expressing 
the essence of Paul’s message. The claim that ‘there is neither Jew nor Greek’ is central to 
his mission as apostle to the gentiles, and one of the core elements of his message. The 
critical approach that dominates Paul’s view on slavery, however, can describe ‘neither slave 

                                                      
7
 Martinus C. De Boer, Galatians: A Commentary (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press 2011), 245. 

8
 Richard A. Horsley, ‘Paul and Slavery: A Critical Alternative to Recent Readings’ in Slavery in Text and 

Interpretation, David Kenneth Jobling, Allen Dwight Callahan, Richard A. Horsley and Abraham Smith (eds.), 
(Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature 1998), 153-200. 
9
 Jennifer A. Glancy, Slavery in Early Christianity (Minneapolis: Fortress Press 2006), 34-35. 

10
 Philip Payne, Man and Woman, One in Christ (Grand Rapids: Zondervan 2009), 461. Similarly, Schüssler 

Fiorenza believes that ‘Paul’s interpretation and adaptation of the baptismal formula unequivocally affirm 
equality and charismatic giftedness of men and women in Christian community.’ (In Memory of Her: A Feminist 
Theological Reconstruction of Christian Origins (New York: The Crossroad Publishing Company 1984), 235).  
11

 Daniel Boyarin, A Radical Jew: Paul and the Politics of Identity (Berkeley: University of California Press 1994), 
183. 
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nor free’ as rhetorical window dressing at best. Or alternatively, among scholars who do not 
see Paul as a ‘conservative’, the phrase is taken as setting a standard of equality that Paul 
himself fails to live up to in his other statements about women and slaves. There is thus 
little agreement not only on the meaning of this phrase, but also on its place in Paul’s 
thought. 

These different and conflicting interpretations and evaluations amount to something 
of a scholarly chaos; one that is exacerbated by the fact that each of these three pairs, Jew-
Greek, slave-free, male-female, carries its own political charge. Ethnicity, slavery and gender 
all incur strong feelings and scholars sometimes take position according to their personal 
and political views on these issues.12 How Paul should be seen in relation to Judaism, 
whether he supported slavery and encouraged subordination of women - these are tense 
questions that are rarely approached from a purely historical perspective. The politicised 
nature of the scholarly discussion makes a contextual reading of Paul more difficult, and yet, 
more necessary.  

The various viewpoints outlined here will concern us again in Chapters II-IV, chapters 
that discuss each of the pairs. What this summary makes clear is that for understanding 
Paul’s statement, much would be gained by looking at all three pairs together, and seeing 
how the three pairs might be connected.  

One in Christ: Inclusion or Equality? 

Apart from the fragmented analyses based on the individual pairs, there is also a discussion 
of the meaning of Paul’s statement as a whole. In this debate, the two main positions can be 
summed up as ‘inclusion’ and ‘equality’. The first position assumes that in listing the three 
pairs that are ‘one in Christ’, Paul is talking about the inclusion of different groups into a 
single community, without affecting the differences between the members of the groups. 
The second position interprets the denial of difference to mean that the formula declares 
the equality of the different members of the community. According to John Elliott, an 
outspoken proponent of the former position, the latter interpretation constitutes ‘a decided 
minority’, since most scholars agree that the issue concerns ‘the inclusiveness of the 
believing community and oneness and unity of persons who are “in Christ”, not their 
equality’.13 Even if this assessment is correct, the group of scholars advocating an ‘equality’ 
reading has been influential, also with regard to popular perceptions, to the point that, as 
John Kloppenborg observes, ‘it has now become something of a truism that the earliest 
churches ─ the Pauline churches, at least, and perhaps some sectors of the Jesus movement 
in Galilee ─ were egalitarian’.14 Both perspectives, then, deserve to be heard, and I will give 
a brief overview of each of these two important interpretations. 

                                                      
12

 See the debate on slavery in Chapter III. Jennifer Glancy identifies herself and others as ‘social progressives 
who find a conservative Paul’ (Jennifer A. Glancy, ‘Slavery, Historiography, and Theology’, Biblical 
Interpretation 15 (2007), 200-211, 202). 
13 

John H. Elliott, ‘The Jesus Movement Was Not Egalitarian but Family-oriented’, Biblical interpretation 11/2 
(2003), 178. 
14

 John S. Kloppenborg, ‘Egalitarianism in the Myth and Rhetoric of Pauline Churches’, in Reimagining Christian 
Origins: A Colloquium Honoring Burton L. Mack, Elizabeth A. Castelli and Hal Taussig (eds.), (Valley Forge: 
Trinity Press International 1996), 247-263, 248. 
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All Are One: Inclusion 
The view that Paul proclaims inclusion, and does not declare all those in Christ to be equal, 
is perhaps summed up best by James Dunn in his influential study on Paul. According to 
Dunn, Paul’s claim is ‘that these distinctions have been relativized, not removed’.15 Jewish 
believers were still Jews, slaves were still slaves and wives were still wives within the Pauline 
community. Even though racial, social, and gender differentiations no longer had 
significance before God, in Dunn’s words, ‘the social realities conditioned the practice of the 
principle’.16 

John Kloppenborg and John Elliott also both argue explicitly against the notion of 
equality and in favour of inclusion as the correct interpretation of unity in Christ. 
Kloppenborg claims that equality was not a concern for Paul, but rather is of special interest 
only to modern interpreters.17 Paul, according to Kloppenborg, was not interested in 
equality among believers, but rather in reducing conflict and status display among members 
of the groups. Such concerns were prominent in other contemporary organisations as well. 
The instructions Paul gives, such as not to bring another member before a court (1 
Corinthians 6: 1-9), occur also in the regulations of these groups. Based on a comparison 
with contemporary voluntary associations, Kloppenborg concludes that ‘Pauline churches, 
along with many other voluntary associations in antiquity, were “egalitarian” in the sense 
that they admitted members of varying social ranks, women alongside men, and both slaves 
and free’. Yet membership does not mean that ‘social difference is effaced merely because 
persons of a variety of positions ate together, nor, more importantly, did it create a 
presumption that all members were on the same plane of moral achievement’.18 

The only aspect which may have set the Pauline communities apart, in 
Kloppenborg’s view, was the terminology used in the rhetoric of fraternity. Brotherhood 
language is rarely found among other associations, and even rarer is it applied to slaves. 
Kloppenborg calls this ‘perhaps the most striking innovation of Pauline associations’. It may 
even explain some of the appeal of the Pauline churches, since it caused the ‘fictive 
dissolution of the relentless vertical character of Greco-Roman social life through the 
creation of a “family” that transcended such boundaries’.19  

Like Kloppenborg, John Elliott also locates the concern for equality and 
egalitarianism firmly in modern thought. Equality, defined by Elliott with the help of a 
modern dictionary as, among other things, ‘parity in social status, rights, responsibilities, or 
economic opportunities’, was absent from ancient thought. Not only was there no 
egalitarian early Jesus movement, there were, according to Elliott, no ancient egalitarian 
communities at all.20 Paul’s statement about unity in Christ thus cannot function as a proof 
text for such a community, since such communities did not exist. Moreover, any Greek 
terms denoting equality are absent from Paul’s statement in Galatians, and the term that is 
present, ‘one’, denotes unity, Elliott claims, not equality. Instead of equality, the household 
should be seen as the basis and focus of the Jesus movement, both in its earliest form and in 
the time of Paul. These house churches were stratified, according to Elliott, not egalitarian, 

                                                      
15

 James D.G. Dunn, The Theology of Paul the Apostle (Edinburgh: Clark 1998), 593. 
16

 Dunn, The Theology of Paul, 593. 
17

 John S. Kloppenborg, ‘Egalitarianism’, 260. 
18

 Kloppenborg, ‘Egalitarianism’, 258-259. 
19

 Kloppenborg, ‘Egalitarianism’, 258-259. 
20

 Elliott, ‘Jesus Movement’, 175. 



A Cosmopolitan Ideal 

14 
 

and were ‘marked by economic, social, legal, and cultural disparities, along with differences 
of age, gender, class, ethnicity’.21 These differences no longer determined who belonged to 
God, but they did continue to determine status, roles and relations within the Jesus 
movement. The purpose, according to Elliott, was to get as many people as possible in the 
same choir, not to make them all organists or directors.22 

Neither This nor That: Equality  
The claim that early Christian groups were egalitarian has a long history in scholarship.23 
According to this view, Paul’s statement in Galatians can be seen an important expression of 
a wider tradition. Jesus’ call to discipleship, to abandon family, property, possessions and 
occupation is considered to be an expression of the egalitarian nature of early Christianity.24 
Paul’s statement is then read in this context and is seen as a clear articulation of the 
equality of all members of the Christian community. As noted above, a strong impetus for 
this type of interpretation comes from the perspective of gender studies and feminist 
scholarship, in particular from the work of Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza. Schüssler Fiorenza 
believes that Paul’s statement denies all male religious prerogatives, because it ‘not only 
advocates the abolition of religious-cultural divisions, and the domination and exploitation 
wrought by institutional slavery but also of domination based on sexual divisions’. The 
formula should not be seen as a statement about individuals, but rather about communal 
self-definition. Within the Christian community, ‘all distinctions of religion, race, class, 
nationality, and gender are insignificant’, and all the baptized are equal.25  

Along with Schüssler Fiorenza, the commentary on Galatians by Hans Dieter Betz 
exerted great influence on subsequent views, both scholarly and popular. Betz, contrary to 
Schüssler Fiorenza, focusses not on gender aspects, but rather sees the formula in light of 
ancient social ideals. According to Betz ‘there can be no doubt that Paul’s statements have 
social and political implications of even a revolutionary dimension’. The abolition of religious 
and social distinctions proclaimed by Paul constitutes the realisation of ‘very old and 
decisive ideals’.26 Yet Betz is also careful to point out that other passages in Paul’s letters 
appear to stand in tension with this revolutionary claim, especially with regard to the 
abolition of slavery and of sex distinction. The explanation for this tension, Betz suggest, 
may be the formula’s pre-Pauline origin. Paul’s own response, then, was an effort to contain 
the social problems arising from the declaration’s radical potential. 

In recent years, two of the most outspoken defenders of Paul’s message as one of 
equality have been John Dominic Crossan and Mary Ann Beavis. Crossan sums up Paul’s 
message as ‘equality now’ and calls his vision one of ‘equality-as-justice, or justice-as-
equality’.27 Central to Crossan’s understanding of Paul’s program of radical egalitarianism is 
his eschatological view. According to Crossan, ‘apocalypse begun meant equality now ─ at 
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least in Christ’.28 The implications of Paul’s message should be seen on the largest scale, 
according to Crossan. Even though Paul speaks about ‘all Christians’ only, since he wanted 
all people to become Christians, the implication is in fact that all people are equal with one 
another.29  

Mary Ann Beavis argues, from a slightly different perspective, for a similar 
understanding of the egalitarian nature of early Christianity. She places the early Jesus-
movement against the background of ancient utopias.30 According to Beavis, the ‘basileia 
movement’ held egalitarian ideals, including gender egalitarianism, similar to those of other 
ancient utopian writings and movements. Paul’s statement therefore declares ‘baptismal 
unity irrespective of nationality, class, or gender’, and can be interpreted as an expression of 
‘the near-inexpressible reality of an "egalitarian movement"’.31  

Although both perspectives, inclusion and equality, claim to argue their positions 
based on an analysis of ancient thought and practice, the debate often seems to reflect 
rather more current concerns. For one, it is doubtful whether framing the meaning of Paul’s 
statement as either ‘inclusion’ or ‘equality’ conforms to a first-century understanding. It 
rather appears to gain its relevance from a present-day debate about equality, especially in 
connection with the position of women in church and society. While several of the ancient 
sources put forward in this debate are pertinent to Paul, as will be argued in this study, they 
are not allowed their full explanatory capacity when they are forced to speak to this pre-
determined opposition.32  

Many questions in relation to Paul’s claim that ‘there is neither Jew nor Greek, 
neither slave nor free, nor male and female’ thus remain open. Much can be gained by 
taking all three pairs into consideration, and by paying careful attention to the historical 
context in which Paul makes his statement. While the importance of such a contextual 
reading is often acknowledged, it has so far not been attempted.  

Methodological Considerations 

This study will therefore be an effort in contextualisation: to place Paul’s statement about 
Jew and Greek, slave and free, and male and female, in its ancient context. The importance 
of a contextual reading of philosophical and other texts is argued by historian and 
philosopher Quentin Skinner. According to Skinner, ‘any statement is inescapably the 
embodiment of a particular intention on a particular occasion, addressed to the solution of 
a particular problem, and is thus specific to its context’.33 Skinner criticises the reading of 
classical texts of political philosophy in particular, but by implication other texts as well, in 
order to find ‘dateless wisdom’ in them, or uncover their contribution to issues that are 
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seen as perennial, or universal. Such a reading is always vulnerable to anachronism and to 
the danger of falsely recognising elements in the text as familiar.34  

Much of the criticism Skinner levels against this type of political history appear to me 
to apply to the interpretation of Paul as well. With the possible relevance of Paul’s views for 
contemporary questions in mind, scholars are bound to find applicable insights in his 
writings, whether Paul actually addresses these contemporary questions or not.   

Rather than look for universal questions, we should turn to the ‘argumentative 
context’ of specific utterances, to determine ‘how exactly they connect with, or relate to, 
other utterances concerned with the same subject matter’. Only if we manage to identify 
this context with sufficient accuracy, can we ‘eventually hope to read off what it was that 
the writer or speaker in whom we are interested was doing in saying what he or she said’.35 
We should not let ourselves be determined by our own argumentative context, but rather 
as much as possible by that of the author. This means placing the text within whatever 
intertextual context that turns out to make the best sense of it.36  

The political historian Janet Coleman describes this task as an effort to find the 
author’s contemporary world: 

We must go back and look at the argument as a historical phenomenon, as a local 
utterance, and try to place it in terms of the circumstances in which it emerged 
and to reconstruct plausible reasons for which it was enunciated in a particular 
language. We must examine a text within the context of an author’s 
contemporary world of meaning and distinguish, where we can, its differentness 
from ours, in order to show, at least minimally, what an author might have meant 
as well as what he could not possibly have meant.37 

In this study, I will be taking Paul’s statement as a first-century phenomenon, emerging in a 
particular world of meaning; a world which may well be different from ours. It constitutes a 
‘local utterance’, determined by contemporary circumstances and language. Skinner 
describes this historical aspect of any statement as an ‘intervention in a pre-existing 
conversation’.38 I do not understand this conversation to be one that necessarily actually 
took place; it can be a reconstructed and in that sense fictional conversation, between 
various sources in a particular culture discussing a similar subject. Nor will I take the term 
‘pre-existing’ in a narrow sense that would mean excluding all sources dating after Paul. I 
will not argue that Paul responded directly to any of the sources and texts put forward in 
this study. Rather, I attempt to establish the broad patterns of thought prevalent in 
contemporary culture that will have been familiar to him. For this, late first or early second 
century, or in some cases even later, sources can also be pertinent. 

Contextualisation, however, is not without its methodological problems. If a text can 
only be understood within its context, then the same is obviously true for the texts 
presented as context. In principle, contextualisation is an infinite process. Nor is the context 
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of any given text a self-evident entity; establishing the context of a particular text is already 
an interpretative act.39 Yet these objections should not keep us from placing Paul’s 
statement in a context which we can argue to be relevant. Moreover, in the case of Paul, or 
any other ancient author, a surplus of context is not our main worry. Instead, we have to 
make do with the sources that are available to us. Since we have only one side of the 
conversation Paul was engaged in, and little way of knowing what the points of view of his 
immediate audience were, we are rather confronted by a frustrating lack of context. We 
inevitably have to place Paul in a broad setting contemporary thinking and look for texts 
that deal with issues similar to the ones he is addressing.   

Reading Paul in the context of contemporary thought is of course nothing new.40 
Already in the mid-eighteenth century, Jacob Wettstein formulated a rule that is useful and 
‘easily comprehended’: 

If you wish to get a thorough and complete understanding of the books of the 
New Testament, put yourself in the place of those to whom they were first 
delivered by the apostles as a legacy. Transfer yourself in thought to that time 
and that area where they were first read. Endeavour, so far as possible, to 
acquaint yourself with the customs, practices, habits, opinions, accepted ways of 
thought, proverbs, symbolic language, and everyday expressions of these men, 
and with the ways and means by which they attempt to persuade others or to 
furnish a foundation for faith. Above all, keep in mind, when you turn to a 
passage, that you can make no progress by means of any modern system, 
whether of theology or logic, or by means of opinions current today.41 

The opinions current in Paul’s time should thus be kept in mind when trying to understand 
Paul’s contribution to contemporary debates. The methodological approach outlined here 
means focussing, in a broad sense, on authorial intent; a perspective which has long been 
dominant in the study of early-Christian writings, but which has also been questioned.42 This 
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focus does not mean that we will attempt to recover the inner thoughts and feelings of the 
author, but rather that the cultural and historical position of the author is taken into 
account in the analysis of the text. When dealing with actual letters, which are the result of 
a deliberate action on the part of the author, asking after intentions seems entirely 
legitimate.43 As the overview of the scholarly discussion above shows, the question of which 
ideas Paul wanted to convey is an important question in the debate. In the approach of this 
study, therefore, it is important to keep the idea of an author very much alive, and to 
include in our analysis only what we can confidently assume to be the writings of this 
specific author.  

There are some who feel that the distinction that is frequently made between 
genuine Pauline letters and later pseudo-Pauline letters is of little relevance; that this is 
merely an arbitrary modern concern, since these writings all had authority among early 
Christians.44 The reason that I do value the distinction, and that this study is limited to the 
letters which can be taken as the work of Paul, is simple. Paul’s is one of the few ancient 
voices we can still hear today, and one of the even fewer Jewish voices. We should be 
careful to pick out this one distinctive voice, and hear what it says. Blurring the lines 
between his ideas and those of others means giving up our access to a unique voice. 

Of course, Paul’s voice is most often heard as Christian; his letters are the earliest 
Christian texts we have. Yet labelling Paul, his writings or his views as ‘Christian’ does not 
offer any explanatory value.45 Even though Paul may be seen as the beginning of 
Christianity, what happened after him, including most of Christian and Pauline tradition, 
does not help us to understand his writings and ideas. The knowledge that the world 
continued for another two thousand years and that Paul had a significant impact on 
religious thought during that period may even hinder our access to him. Describing Paul or 
the members of his congregations as Christian thus rather obscures them, since the 
distinctive notion of what Christian means was not defined in Paul’s time, as it is for modern 
readers. One of the main elements of this modern definition, namely that Christianity is a 
religion distinct from Judaism, is even pertinently untrue for the first century. Paul and his 
audience operate within the sphere of Judaism, and do not convert to a separate, Christian, 
religion. Since the aim of this study is to see how Paul’s thought can be understood in its 
mid first-century context, a context in which Christianity does not yet exist, I will avoid using 
the terms Christian or Christianity, while not denying that these terms can be meaningful in 
other contexts.  

As will become clear in this study, Paul’s voice is one that is still worth listening to 
today. It is the voice of someone living on the eschatological edge; someone for whom the 
things that may once have been important, and that others around him still think are 
important, have suddenly lost meaning, because the world is no longer what it once was. 
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The hopes that were pinned on the ultimate future would finally be realised. As an 
expression of a social ideal, Paul’s statement about unity in Christ also reveals something 
about the specific historical situation in which it is formed and for which it presents an 
alternative. It reflects one man’s view of what truly matters in the end, and thereby throws 
his own time, and possibly even ours, into relief.    

Composition of This Study 

In the following chapters, the phrase ‘there is neither Jew nor Greek, neither slave nor free, 
nor male and female, because you are all one in Christ Jesus’ (Galatians 3:28) will be 
examined in two different contexts: that of Paul’s letters and that of wider first-century 
thought. Chapter I, One in Christ: The Reality of an Ideal Community, introduces the phrase 
as it occurs in the letter to the Galatians and discusses its connection to Paul’s thought on 
baptism, community and eschatology. The chapter then turns to the three pairs as they 
were found in the contemporary cultural conversation. The three pairs and the social 
distinctions they reflect featured in contemporary discussions of family and society, both in 
their actual, as well as in their ideal form. The first chapter traces these two very different 
views on society and focusses on conceptions of ideal communities in first-century thought, 
especially among Jewish authors and in eschatological imaginings. Since ideal societies were 
envisaged as times and places where there would be no boundaries between countries or 
peoples, where there would be no slaves and no marriage, Paul’s phrase about unity in 
Christ appears to be intended as a statement about such an ideal community and time. 

Chapter II, Neither Jew nor Greek: Eschatological Gentiles and Jewish 
Cosmopolitanism, focusses on the first pair. It places Paul’s ideas about Jew and non-Jew 
within the contemporary Jewish eschatological tradition that imagined gentiles as 
participating in end-time salvation. Paul’s statements on Jew and non-Jew in his letters are 
discussed around four topics: Paul’s self-descriptions that refer to his Jewishness, his 
thought on circumcision, his redefinition of the children of Abraham and his statements on 
the law. His ideas on each of these topics are understood from an eschatological 
perspective. We then turn to wider contemporary thought, especially contemporary 
cosmopolitanism, which emphasised the connection between all people. Ideas about ethnic 
unity and a world without boundaries, which were prevalent at the time, occur again in 
connection with ideal places and times.   

Chapter III, Neither Slave nor Free: Brothers in the Lord, discusses the few 
statements that Paul makes in his letters about actual slaves and shows how Paul in each 
case challenges the conventional distinction between slave and free. In the exploration of 
contemporary thought on slavery, it will become evident that the absence of slavery was 
part of the way an ideal society could be imagined, especially among Jews, whether this 
ideal was situated in the past, the present, or the future. 

Chapter IV Nor Male and Female: Marriage at the End of the World, will make the 
case that the third pair of Paul’s statement should not be understood as a declaration about 
gender, but rather as one about marriage. Since contemporary interpretations of the first 
chapters of Genesis, and especially of the verse quoted by Paul in the formula, see it as 
referring to marriage and the union between man and woman with the aim of procreation, 
it is likely that Paul understood the pair in a similar way. Paul’s own discussion of marriage 
as no longer necessary or desirable fits within this understanding, which is confirmed by 
wider notions of marriage being absent in the end-time or in ideal communities. 
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The Conclusion will discuss Paul’s statement about unity in Christ as a contribution to 
the first-century conversation about ideal ways to live and to organise society. By describing 
unity in Christ in terms of these three pairs, Paul made a claim for his specific vision that 
addressed several contemporary concerns and spoke to a first-century ideal of social 
harmony. This study will thus allow us to see Paul’s statement as an expression of a 
particular concern at a particular time. 
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Chapter I 

One in Christ: The Reality of an Ideal Community 

Introduction  

Out of everything the New-Testament author Paul wrote in his letters, the words ‘there is 
neither Jew nor Greek, neither slave nor free, nor male and female, because you are all one 
in Christ Jesus’ (Galatians 3:28) are quite possibly those that speak most to the modern 
imagination. In the verse, Paul mentions several important social distinctions, and the 
formulaic nature of his words suggests that we are hearing a major pronouncement. At the 
same time, the phrase is open and unspecific enough to allow for a wide range of 
interpretations and uses. The verse has indeed been used over time to support a number of 
causes, sometimes even by both sides competing over the same issue.1  

The appeal that this statement has for readers also shows in the numerous pairs that 
have been added to the three mentioned originally, a process that already began shortly 
after Paul, as is evident in the letter to the Colossians.2 ‘Neither gay nor straight’, ‘neither 
healthy nor disabled’, ‘neither uptown nor downtown’; depending on the cause or the 
context, the formula has been adapted to suit many agendas and concerns.3 While such 
creative rewritings of this formula serve to make it speak to new situations, they can also be 
seen to highlight something about the original: these three pairs must have been as urgent 
in the cultural conversation of the first century as the additional categories are today, even 
if the formula as a whole no doubt functioned differently. Yet we still lack an adequate 
understanding of the concerns that the original pairs addressed. The choice for these 
particular three is often taken to be self-evident and has rarely been examined in detail. As 
outlined in the introduction, many current scholarly interpretations of this verse tend to be 
driven by contemporary questions, or at least by modern notions such as inclusion, equality 
or identity. Few attempts have been made to place the formula and the three pairs into 
their original first-century context and to understand how they were relevant there.4 
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Scholars tend to assume that the three pairs of opposites mentioned here by Paul, 
Jew-Greek, slave-free and male-female, together add up to all social differences. The pairs 
are seen as a reference to the most important distinctions in society, understood as either 
ancient society, or even human society in general, and are simply read as shorthand for 
‘everyone’.5 According to Peter Lampe, for example, Paul states in the formula ‘that 
whatever the worldly differences among the Galatians may be, they are abolished’.6 The 
three pairs are thus not taken as references to specific social groups and distinctions, but 
instead the phrase as a whole is seen as more than the sum of its parts.   

Although the statement, and its negation of difference, is often seen as exceptional, 
the pairs themselves appear to raise few questions.7 The implicit assumption behind this 
type of interpretation seems to be that Paul is doing nothing new in putting these three 
pairs together; he is picking up on a basic understanding of humanity or society, or is 
perhaps simply following convention. The problem with this accepted reading of the phrase 
is that there is no indication that there was any such ancient convention. These three 
categories were certainly important in ancient thought, but there is no indication that they 
were a fixed set, that pointed beyond itself to humanity in general. Some ancient authors 
indeed mention three pairs of opposites, as does Paul, and some mention one or more of 
the three pairs that Paul lists. Paul’s Jewish contemporary Philo of Alexandria, for example, 
also mentions three pairs as the components of humankind, and while there is some 
overlap, these are not entirely the same as Paul’s: 

And if ever you give thanks for people and their fortunes, do not do so only for 
the race taken generally (mh. mo,non peri. tou/ ge,nouj), but you shall give thanks 
also for its species and most important parts, such as men and women, Greeks 
and barbarians, people on the continent, and those who have their habitation in 
the islands (avndrw/n( gunaikw/n( `Ellh,nwn( barba,rwn( tw/n evn hvpei,roij( tw/n ta.j 
nh,souj eivlhco,twn). (Philo, On the Special Laws 1.211) 

Two pairs mentioned by Philo appear similar to Paul’s: men and women, and an ethnic pair, 
although here this is not Jews and Greeks, but rather its Greek equivalent: Greeks and 
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barbarians.8 The third, however, people who live on the continent and those who live on the 
islands, is very different. This is a pair that occurs more often in Philo and that reflects his 
understanding of the world and its inhabitants.9 While it is certainly possible that Paul, like 
Philo, intended to sum up all humanity, we cannot assume an ancient understanding about 
these three pairs together as referring to all human beings. It may seem obvious to many 
scholars today that these three pairs describe the most important human or social 
differences, but it apparently was not obvious in Paul’s time. It is therefore important to ask 
why Paul mentions these three particular pairs. If others do not put quite these three 
elements together, then why does he? We will attempt to answer this question by looking 
at the way these pairs, and the three social distinctions they reflect, were discussed in his 
time. 

This study will look at Paul’s baptismal formula as an historical phenomenon and see 
it as ‘an intervention in a pre-existing conversation’, following the methodological approach 
outlined in the introduction.10 This means that we will try to reconstruct the context in 
which Paul’s statement should be understood, by looking at contemporary understandings 
of these categories, and by looking at the way these pairs occur in Paul’s own writings. The 
subsequent three chapters of this study will each focus on one of the pairs and on the 
contemporary conversation about each particular pair. As we will see, each of the three 
pairs represents a topic that was of interest to many of Paul’s contemporaries, and we can 
position his thought within the context of each of these contemporary discussions.  

In this chapter, we will look at the three pairs together and at those areas where the 
conversations about each of these topics overlap. As this chapter will show, the three pairs 
cluster in the contemporary conversation exactly on those issues that seem relevant to Paul 
in the formula, which, as we will see, are community and eschatology. The distinctions 
mentioned by Paul frequently appear in contemporary discussions of how to behave within 
the family and how to organise society. They also feature in a type of thought that was 
concerned with ideal or utopian communities, that were often located outside conventional 
society, whether outside in space or time, or in the realm of the ideal. As I will argue in this 
chapter, by characterising unity in Christ in these specific terms, Paul made a contribution to 
the contemporary conversation about ideal and existing ways of life. This contemporary 
cultural conversation has to a large extent been overlooked by previous research into the 
meaning of Paul’s saying. 

This chapter will begin with a closer look at Paul’s formula as it occurs in the letter to 
the Galatians, and the particular argument in which this statement appears as something of 

                                                      
8
 Paul’s ethnic terminology, including the division Jew-Greek as a Jewish appropriation of the standard Greek 

distinction between themselves and barbarians, is discussed in Chapter 2, section 2.1. 
9
 The pair occurs in several other places, to indicate the whole world, or its inhabitants, see, e.g., De mutatione 

nominum 1:35, ‘What islands, or what continents, must he visit? Must he dwell among the Greeks or among 
the barbarians?’; De vita Mosis 2:20 ‘But this is not the case with our laws which Moses has given to us; for 
they lead after them and influence all nations, barbarians, and Greeks, the inhabitants of continents and 
islands, the eastern nations and the western, Europe and Asia; in short, the whole habitable world from one 
extremity to the other.’; On the Special Laws 3,25 ‘And, moreover, why should one be willing to limit the 
associations and connections with other men, and to confine a most honorable thing within the narrow space 
of the walls of a single house, which ought rather to be extended and diffused over all continents, and islands, 
and the whole inhabited world?’. 
10

 Quentin Skinner, ‘Lectures’, 651. See the introduction to this study for a further elaboration of this 
contextual approach.  
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a punch line (1.1). After a discussion of the origin of the formula (1.2), Paul’s wider thought 
on baptism, community and eschatology, which forms the background for the statement, 
will be examined (1.3).  

It has often been recognised with regards to Paul, that only one side of the direct 
conversation in which he was involved is available to us; we only hear his side of the various 
issues that come up. This is also true in the case of Galatians; apart from what we can glean 
from the letter, the points of view of Paul’s audience in Galatia remain largely unknown to 
us.11 In order to reconstruct how the formula addressed contemporary concerns, we have to 
focus on the broader cultural conversation. As just noted, the distinctions mentioned by 
Paul featured in contemporary discussions of family and society, both in their actual, as well 
as in their ideal form. In the first century, there were different ways of imagining unity and 
harmony in society. On the one hand, harmony was seen as the result of a well ordered 
society that was based on families in which everyone knew their appropriate role. This type 
of thought will be the subject of section 2 ‘Defining Difference’. The categories used by Paul, 
and the ethnic and other social distinctions to which they refer, functioned as important 
markers in this type of thought, while several other categories appear in it as well. The 
section discusses two subsets of this type of thought: the topos of household management 
(2.1) and prayers of thanksgiving (2.2). The authors discussed in these sections emphasise 
difference within pairs: they oppose Jew to non-Jew or Greek to barbarian, slave to free, 
and male to female. According to them, there is difference, and defining this difference 
matters.  

Section 3, ‘The Ideal of Unity’, will deal with the second approach to social harmony, 
one that is found in ideal or utopian thought. This type of thought often denies social 
difference and emphasises unity, and does so by referring to various social categories, 
including those mentioned by Paul. As we will see, ancient utopian thought imagined an 
ideal society as one where the major sources of social strife as these were conceived in 
ancient thought, namely wealth and property, and marriage and family, were absent.12 In 
these depictions of the ideal, the conventional social distinctions no longer existed. We will 
see how this type of thought began in Plato, and developed a particular form in first-century 
thought, especially among Jewish authors and in eschatological imaginings (sections 3.1-
3.3).  

In the final section (section 4), ‘A Common Ideal’, we will see how this pre-existing 
conversation can help us to understand Paul’s words and suggest a direction for 
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 Several recent studies attempt to understand the letter by reconstructing the concerns of Paul’s Galatian 
audience, from very different angles. Brigitte Kahl examines the discussion in Galatians from the perspective of 
Roman imperial ideology (Brigitte Kahl, Galatians Re-Imagined: Reading with the Eyes of the Vanquished 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press 2010)). Susan Elliott looks at the Anatolian cultic context of the Galatians (Susan 
Elliott, Cutting Too Close for Comfort: Paul's Letter to the Galatians in its Anatolian Cultic Context (London: T&T 
Clark International 2003), while Justin Hardin focusses on the Imperial cult in Galatia (Justin Hardin, Galatians 
and the Imperial Cult: A Critical Analysis of the First-century Social Context of Paul's Letter (Tübingen: Mohr 
Siebeck 2008). Such efforts to explain the content of Paul’s letter from a reconstructed audience inevitably 
suffer from the problem that Paul was probably addressing only a handful of people, about whose specific 
situation, as non-Jews attracted to Judaism, we only know through his letter. None of these studies is 
particularly focused on Galatians 3:28, or offers a specific reading, although Elliott does see potential for a new 
interpretation based on her findings and plans to work this out later (Elliott, Cutting too Close for Comfort, 
346). 
12

 See Moses Finley, The Use and Abuse of History (London: Chatto and Windus 1975), 181. Finley’s idea of the 
causes of strife will be discussed further in connection with ideal societies in section 3, below. 
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understanding the individual pairs. If contemporary thought about ideal societies envisaged 
such societies as times and places where there would be no boundaries between countries 
or peoples, where there would be no slaves and no marriage, then Paul’s phrase about unity 
in Christ may well be intended as a statement about such an ideal community or time.  

1 Baptism and Participation in Christ: Community and 
Eschatology 

1.1 Paul’s Baptismal Formula 

Before turning to first-century thought about the three pairs, we will first examine Paul’s 
formula in the context of the letter in which it occurs. The declaration about being ‘one in 
Christ’ comes at the end of the third chapter of Paul’s letter to the Galatians. In this letter, 
Paul’s main objective is to convince his non-Jewish audience in Galatia that they do not 
need to follow the Jewish law in order to belong to God.13 Paul focusses especially on 
circumcision as the crucial issue in this debate about the law. Paul apparently saw it as a 
very real possibility that the Galatians to whom he writes might accept a different idea 
about the grounds on which they, as gentiles, could belong to God.   

In the third chapter of the letter, as part of this argument against gentile 
circumcision, Paul brings up Abraham. He gives his definition of those who count as 
Abraham’s children and heirs, and in doing so most likely challenges the narrative about 
Abraham that his opponents told.14 Although contemporary Jewish sources can portray 
Abraham’s ancestry in a number of ways, he is predominantly described as the patriarch of 
the Jews. Observance of the Jewish law is seen as the defining characteristic of those who 
belong to the people of Abraham.15 Paul here puts forward a different definition of 
Abraham’s descendants and argues that Abraham is not only the father of Jews, but also of 
gentiles, not through law observance, but through Christ. Both Paul’s treatment of 
circumcision, and his view on the role of Abraham in relation to Jews and gentiles, will be 
examined in more detail in the next chapter. Here it is enough to understand the contours 
of the debate in which Paul is involved, in order to see how he uses the statement about 
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 This is the view shared by most interpreters, see, e.g., G. Walter Hansen, Abraham in Galatians: Epistolary 
and Rhetorical Contexts (Sheffield: JSOT Press 1989), 97-101; J. Louis Martyn, Galatians, 13-34; James D.G. 
Dunn, The Epistle to the Galatians (Peabody: Hendrickson 1993), 14-20; John M.G. Barclay, Obeying the Truth 
(Edinburgh: T&T Clark 1988), 75-105; Philip F. Esler, ‘Paul’s Contestation of Israel’s (Ethnic) Memory of 
Abraham in Galatians 3’, Biblical Theology Bulletin 36 (2006), 23-34; Ben Witherington (III), Grace in Galatia: A 
Commentary on St. Paul's Letter to the Galatians (Edinburgh: Clark 1998), 278. 
14

 See, e.g., Philip Esler, who imagines Paul to have thought, just before writing Galatians 3: ‘You regard 
descent from Abraham as a desirable thing? … Then let me tell you what it means and how to get it!’ (Philip F. 
Esler, ‘Paul’s Contestation’, 25), also De Boer, Galatians, 185; Martyn, Galatians, 302-306. 
15

 For example in 4 Maccabees: ‘Oh Israelite children, offspring of the seed of Abraham, obey his law’ (4 
Maccabees 18:1). For a discussion of this connection between Abraham and the law, see Birgit E.A.L. van der 
Lans, ‘Belonging to Abraham’s Kin: Genealogical Appeals to Abraham as a Possible Background for Paul’s 
Abrahamic Argument’ in Abraham, the Nations and the Hagarites: Jewish, Christian, and Islamic Perspectives 
on Kinship with Abraham (Martin Goodman, George H. van Kooten and Jacques T.A.G.M. van Ruiten (eds.), 
(Leiden: Brill 2010), 307-318.  
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unity in Christ, which is of central interest here, to drive home his point about gentiles, 
Abraham and the law.  

Paul’s sweeping statement about all being ‘one in Christ’ allows him to affirm that 
when it comes to their ancestry and their relation to God, the distinction between Jew and 
Greek, or Jew and non-Jew, is not relevant.16 Both are in Christ and therefore both are 
Abraham’s seed and his heirs:  

You are all sons of God through faith, in Christ Jesus, because all of you who were 
baptized into Christ have put on Christ. There is neither Jew nor Greek, neither 
slave nor free, nor male and female, because you are all one in Christ Jesus (ouvk 
e;ni VIoudai/oj ouvde. {Ellhn( ouvk e;ni dou/loj ouvde. evleu,qeroj( ouvk e;ni a;rsen kai. 
qh/lu). If you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham's seed, and heirs according 
to the promise (Galatians 3:26-29) 

Through their link with Christ, who is identified by Paul earlier in the chapter as the seed of 
Abraham (Galatians 3:16), all those who are ‘in Christ’ also become Abraham’s seed 
(Galatians 3:29).17 Since the passage deals primarily with the question of who counts as a 
descendant of Abraham, it is evident that the first pair, Jew-Greek is central to the 
immediate discussion. The two other pairs, slave-free and male-female, do not play an 
immediate role in it; they are not directly relevant to the point Paul is making here.18 Yet it is 
important to note that Paul does not refer to his negation of the Jew-Greek distinction 
directly. He does not say, gentiles are also children of Abraham, because there is neither 
Jew nor Greek. The logic of Paul’s argument goes via Christ; it is because all, including Jew 
and Greek, are in Christ, that they are children of Abraham, since Christ is the seed to whom 
the promise was given.  

We will come back to this discussion about Abraham in greater detail in the next 
chapter. What our exploration here allows us to see is that since the argument and the 
passage in Galatians deal with Abraham’s heirs, there is no obvious connection between the 
pairs slave-free and male-female and the argument in which it occurs. This fact, combined 
with the formulaic nature of the verse that makes it stand out from its direct surrounding, 
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 A closer examination of Paul’s ethnic terminology will be given in the next chapter. Here it is sufficient to 
note that Paul can use the terms ‘Greek’ ({Ellhn), ‘the nations’ (τὰ ἔθνη) and ‘the foreskin’ (ἡ ἀκροβυστία) 
roughly as equivalents to indicate non-Jews. So for example in Romans 3:29-30 Or is God the God of Jews 
only? Is he not the God of the nations too? Yes, of the nations too, 30 since there is one God, who will justify 
the circumcised by faith and the uncircumcised through faith ( h' VIoudai,wn o` qeo.j mo,nonÈ ouvci. kai. evqnw/nÈ nai. 
kai. evqnw/n( 30 ei;per ei-j o ̀qeo,j o]j dikaiw,sei peritomh.n evk pi,stewj kai. avkrobusti,an dia. th/j pi,stewjÅ). Also in 
1 Corinthians 1:22-23 Jews demand miraculous signs and Greeks look for wisdom, but we preach Christ 
crucified: a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to the nations (evpeidh. kai. VIoudai/oi shmei/a aivtou/sin kai. 
{Ellhnej sofi,an zhtou/sin( h`mei/j de. khru,ssomen Cristo.n evstaurwme,non( VIoudai,oij me.n ska,ndalon( e;qnesin 
de. mwri,an). Paul seems to prefer different terms in different rhetorical contexts, but there is no suggestion 
that the terms refer to different groups. 
17

 The language of descent, of being ‘in’ an ancestor, is discussed in more detail in chapter 2 (section 2.1).  
18

 For an alternative view see Troy Martin, who argues that all three pairs are directly relevant because the 
differences between baptism and circumcision had repercussions for all three. However, Paul is not concerned 
here to oppose baptism to circumcision in any general sense, but rather to define who belongs to Abraham. 
This was an issue that was only connected to Jew and Greek, not to the other two pairs (‘The Covenant of 
Circumcision (Gen 17:9-14) and the Situational Antitheses in Galatians 3:28’, Journal of Biblical Literature 
122/1 (2003), 111-125).  
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suggests that it is something of a foreign element. The same can be said of the similar 
phrase that occurs in Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians.  

In 1 Corinthians, two of the groups mentioned in the Galatian formula occur, and 
here as well, they do not directly fit the larger argument: 

Because in one spirit we all were baptized into one body, whether Jews or 
Greeks, slaves or free (ei;te VIoudai/oi ei;te {Ellhnej ei;te dou/loi ei;te evleu,qeroi) 
and were all given one spirit to drink (1 Corinthians 12:13).  

Paul is concerned in the context of this passage with differences within the community. The 
divisions that are discussed in connection to the community, however, do not correspond to 
the two pairs mentioned in the formula. There is no indication that the schisms breaking up 
the Corinthian community were along the lines of Jews and Greeks, or of slaves and free.19 
Both of these two passages thus refer to contrasting pairs of social groups, they both refer 
to unity in Christ, and they both refer to baptism. Scholars generally agree on the basis of 
these arguments that these two passages, as well as the parallel formulation that occurs in 
the Pseudo-Pauline letter to the Colossians (Colossians 3:11) cite a formula that pre-dates 
these letters and most likely originated in the context of baptism.20   

In both cases, Paul seems to use a pre-existing phrase to bolster a particular 
argument. He appeals to a motif that is most likely already familiar to his audience, a 
general statement about unity in Christ, to strengthen his argument about being in Christ as 
Abraham’s seed, in Galatians, or about the need for unity in the metaphorical body of 
Christ, in 1 Corinthians. As noted above, in neither passage where the formula is used are 
any of the pairs the primary focus. In both cases, Paul wants to make a statement about 
Christ, rather than about any of the pairs, although in Galatians, the first pair has particular 
relevance in relation to Christ. This seems to be an important point for understanding how 
the formula functioned for Paul: it primarily illustrates something about Christ, rather than 
about the pairs that are mentioned. The obverse is also true, but rarely noted. In no 
instance where Paul discusses one of the pairs, with the exception of Galatians 3, does he 
bring the formula as such in as an argument. There are many occasions where he could have 
done so. When discussing circumcision, for example, or in connection with issues about 
food and meals, he could have used the argument that there is neither Jew nor Greek in 
Christ.21 Or he could have reminded the slave owner Philemon, to whom Paul writes about 
his slave Onesimus, that there is ‘neither slave nor free, because all are one in Christ’. 
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 The divisions in Corinth are usually seen in terms of status conflicts, which were not directly related to either 
Jew-Greek, or slave-free divisions, see, e.g., Dale B. Martin, The Corinthian Body (New Haven: Yale University 
Press 1995), 56. For a criticism of social class as the decisive factor for understanding the conflicts in Corinth, 
see John M.G. Barclay, Pauline Churches and Diaspora Jews (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck 2011), 198-199. 
20

 In his recent study of Galatians 3:28 and its equivalents in the Pauline corpus, Bruce Hansen details the 
similarities between all three passages (Hansen, All of You, 5). See also Martyn, Galatians, 378-379; Wayne A. 
Meeks, ‘The Image of the Androgyne: Some Uses of a Symbol in Earliest Christianity’, History of Religions 13/ 3 
(1974), 165-208. 
21

 Of course Paul does use similar sounding arguments, such as ‘Neither circumcision nor uncircumcision 
means anything; what counts is a new creation’ (ou;te ga.r peritomh, ti, evstin ou;te avkrobusti,a avlla. kainh. 
kti,sij) (Galatians 6:15). The closest echo of the formula probably occurs later in the letter to the Galatians 
‘For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision has any value, but only faith expressing itself 

through love’ (evn ga.r Cristw/| VIhsou/ ou;te peritomh, ti ivscu,ei ou;te avkrobusti,a avlla. pi,stij diV avga,phj 
evnergoume,nh) (Galatians 5:6). Both passages are discussed in Chapter 2 (section 2.3). 
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Although we find echoes, and many similarities in thought throughout the letters, as the 
subsequent chapters will show, Paul uses the formula sparingly.22  

As noted above, it is generally agreed that the most likely context for the origin of 
the formula is that of baptism, since Paul explicitly makes this connection in both passages. 
Since we are looking at the way the phrase functions Paul’s thought, the connection with 
baptism is an important feature. Before turning to a discussion of Paul’s ideas about 
baptism, however, it is important first to address an assumption that is frequently made 
about the origin of the formula, which distances it from Paul.  

1.2 Pre-Galatians or Pre-Paul? 

Scholars generally agree on good grounds that Paul’s formula about unity in Christ predates 
both letters in which it occurs. The difficulty is, however, that many scholars then make the 
unsubstantiated assumption that if the formula predates both these letters, it must also 
predate Paul.23 In part, this tendency may be the result of a too-narrow equation in 
scholarship of Paul with his letters. Since we now have access to Paul almost exclusively via 
his written messages, we tend to forget that the weight of his activities, and certainly by far 
the largest part of his interaction with the communities to which he wrote, took place when 
he actually lived among them. This is when Paul conveyed the core of his message and no 
doubt introduced the language and concepts to which he can then refer in his letters. Just 
because we do not have direct access to this phase of Paul’s activity does not mean that we 
can neglect its importance.  

In thinking about the history of the baptismal formula, David Horrell does recognise 
that there was such a phase, but concludes from the fact that the formula predates the 
letter to the Galatians that it is ‘if not strictly pre-Pauline then at least a product of the 
congregation’s shared convictions rather than exclusively of Paul’s.’24 Unfortunately, Horrell 
does not explain what could have formed the basis of this congregation’s original, 
independent convictions. If not on Paul, on whom or what could these non-Jews have based 
their convictions, including, one would have to assume, the conviction that there is ‘neither 
Jew nor Greek’? For Horrell, as for others, the ‘firm indications’ that the formula is pre-
Galatians are apparently enough to dissociate it from Paul, and assume a pre-Pauline origin. 
Yet it seems both unnecessary and rather strained to assume that the inclusion of the 
formula into Paul’s letters is a result of the Galatian congregation’s influence on Paul, rather 
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 Bruce Hansen notes that ‘no other tradition, whether scriptural or from the earliest churches, occurs in the 
Pauline corpus so frequently and so widely as this thrice-repeated affirmation of reconciliation in Christ’. In his 
count, Hansen not only includes Colossians, but also verses where just one pair is mentioned, such as Romans 
3:9; 10:12 and 1 Corinthians 1:22, 24, although he does not include references to the pair circumcision-
uncircumcision, such as in Galatians 5:6 and 6:15 (Hansen, All of You Are One, 1-2).  
23

 Most recently De Boer, Galatians, 243; also Betz, A Commentary, 200; Schüssler Fiorenza, In Memory of Her, 
220; Dennis Ronald MacDonald, There is No Male and Female: The Fate of a Dominical Saying in Paul and 
Gnosticism (Philadelphia: Fortress Press 1987); David G. Horrell, ‘“No Longer Jew or Greek”: Paul’s Corporate 
Christology and the Construction of Christian Community’ in Christology, Controversy and Community: New 
Testament Essays in Honour of David R. Catchpole, David G. Horrell and Christopher M. Tuckett (eds.), (Leiden: 
Brill 2000), 321-344, 330. While Wayne Meeks’ reconstruction of the pre-Pauline origin of the formula has 
been highly influential, he is one of the few scholars to suggest that it may have been Paul himself who 
introduced the statement (Meeks, ‘The Image of the Androgyne’, 182). 
24

 Horrell, No Longer Jew or Greek, 330, emphasis in the original. 
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than the reverse. Since Paul tries to convince both the Galatians and the Corinthians by 
referring to the phrase, and since questions about Jews and non-Jews are of great concern 
to him, it is much more likely that its message originates with him.  

An even more speculative reconstruction of the origin of the baptismal saying, which 
has nevertheless gained much influence, was introduced by Wayne Meeks in his article ‘The 
Image of the Androgyne’ and further developed by Dennis Ronald McDonald and Daniel 
Boyarin.25 In this view, the baptismal saying in this initial form was limited to the third pair, 
‘no male and female’. This pair echoes the creation story in Genesis; the Septuagint here 
reads ‘male and female he created them’ (a;rsen kai. qh/lu evpoi,hsen auvtou,j, Genesis 1:27), 
reflecting, according to Meeks, the myth of the creation of the first androgynous human. 
While he is careful not to make any definite pronouncements on its origin, Meeks does 
suggest that the phrase ‘no male and female’ may have been in use among early Christian 
groups whose members thought of themselves as ‘a new genus of mankind, or as the 
restored original mankind’.26 Dennis Ronald MacDonald and Daniel Boyarin attempt a more 
detailed reconstruction of the origin of the formula, arguing that it referred to a complete 
erasure of sexual difference in some forms of earliest Christianity.27 In their reading, the 
phrase presented a challenge to the gender order and thereby to the social order in general. 
This original baptismal saying was then taken over by Paul, who changed its radical meaning 
and added the other two pairs, Jew-Greek and slave-free.28  

We will return to this androgyne-reading in more detail in chapter IV, which focusses 
on the third pair ‘male and female’. We can already object here that this reconstruction of 
the origin of the saying requires a number of detailed assumptions about early Christianity 
which do not find confirmation in any of the sources. In order for MacDonald and Boyarin’s 
scenario to work, we would have to assume that in the two decades between Christ's death 
and Paul's writings, groups promoting sexual equality sprang up and flourished, to the 
extent that it was attractive for Paul to take over their liturgy—but not their ideology—
which he transforms into his own. We would also need to accept that these groups then 
disappeared, leaving no trace, and that the androgyne myth went underground, only to 
resurface in later Gnosticism, yet without the social agenda which originally accompanied 
it.29 This all seems rather problematic. 
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 See Meeks, ‘The Image of the Androgyne’, 165-208; MacDonald, There is No Male and Female; Boyarin, A 
Radical Jew, 180-200. Meeks’ idea has influenced many scholars. In his commentary, Hanz Dieter Betz allows 
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3:28 lets us take a glimpse into the otherwise hidden beginnings of Christianity in Galatia. These beginnings 
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26

 Meeks, ‘The Image of the Androgyne’, 166. 
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 Boyarin, A Radical Jew, 187. 
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 MacDonald, There is No Male and Female, 127-132, Boyarin, A Radical Jew, 187. 
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be discussed in Chapter IV (‘Androgyny and Early Christianity’, 97–132). 
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A clearer idea of the origin and use of the formula would of course be very helpful in 
understanding its aims and meaning. However, since any attempt to reconstruct a pre-
Pauline origin amounts to no more than speculation, our best option is to see the formula as 
part of Paul’s thought. There is, indeed, much that connects it to Paul, apart from the 
obvious fact that he is our only source for it. There can be no doubt that being ‘in Christ’ is 
one of the dominant themes in Paul’s letters, as we will discuss below, and that the 
relationship between Jew and Greek ‘in Christ’ is of great importance to him. Parts of the 
formula are reflected in a number of passages (e.g., Romans 10:12; 1 Corinthians 11:11; 
Galatians 5.6, 6.15), as well as in later Pauline tradition (Colossians 3:11, Ephesians 6:8). Paul 
brings together all three pairs in his discussion of marriage (1 Corinthians 7), where he 
supports his guidelines on marriage (and thus the pair male-female), by appealing to the 
examples of circumcised and uncircumcised and slave and free (1 Corinthians 7:18-23).30 
That the quotation from Genesis ‘male and female’ refers primarily to marriage and not to 
gender will be argued extensively in chapter IV, on the basis of the contemporary 
understanding of this text as witnessed in other sources that refer to it. 

There is thus every indication that the baptismal formula was an integral part of 
Paul’s thought and that it was Paul who introduced it to the communities he founded. While 
he may on one occasion rhetorically portray himself as not involved in the actual rite of 
baptism, the fact that all believers were baptized in the name of Christ was evidently of 
great importance to him (1 Corinthians 1:14-17, cf. Romans 6:3) and the words with which 
this was done were no doubt important to him as well.31  

I will therefore take the formula as it appears in Paul’s letters as indicative of his 
thought and will not speculate on a possible non-Pauline origin or original function. The 
most extensive form, as it occurs in Galatians, is our central text, and it is this wording that 
will be referred to as Paul’s baptismal formula. Paul expected this formula to have meaning 
as he used it in the letter, and this is what we will focus on. We will now turn to baptism as 
the context for the formula, as indicated at the end of section 1.1. I will not here examine 
the historical or ritual aspects of baptism, but focus on Paul’s thought on baptism and see 
how this connects to the idea that ‘there is neither Jew nor Greek, neither slave nor free, 
nor male and female’. 

1.3 Baptism, Community and Cosmos    

We can now ask how the baptismal context, in which Paul places the formula both in 
Galatians and 1 Corinthians, can help our understanding of the phrase. In order to answer 
this question, Paul’s ideas about baptism need to be examined more closely. In Galatians, 
baptism is identified as the point of entry into unity with Christ: ‘As many of you as were 
baptized into Christ have clothed yourself with Christ’ (Galatians 3:27). The connection to 
baptism is even more explicit in 1 Corinthians, where Paul tries to counteract the divisions 
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within the community in Corinth by pointing to the way believers are connected to each 
other through their baptism: 

For just as the body is one and has many members, and all the members of the 
body, though many, are one body, so it is with Christ. Because in one spirit we all 
were baptized into one body (eivj e]n sw/ma evbapti,sqhmen), whether Jews or 
Greeks, slaves or free (ei;te VIoudai/oi ei;te {Ellhnej ei;te dou/loi ei;te evleu,qeroi) 
and were all given one spirit to drink. (1 Corinthians 12:12-13) 

Both passages clearly link the notion of unity to baptism. In Galatians, all believers are said 
to be one in Christ, while in 1 Corinthians, they receive one spirit and form one body. There 
seem to be two dimensions to this idea of unity: that of believers uniting with Christ and a 
unity of believers with each other.32 The image of the body in which believers are joined to 
each other, reflects these two aspects. After Paul has argued that the members of the body 
are mutually dependent and need to appreciate each other, he explains the metaphor: 
‘Now you are the body of Christ and members of it’ (1 Corinthians 12:27). This corporeal 
image illustrates the community-forming dimension of baptism. For Paul, baptism is where 
the link between believers is created. Participation in Christ and participation in the 
community of believers appear to be fundamentally interconnected.  

Throughout his letters, and particularly when talking about baptism, Paul uses the 
‘with Christ’ and ‘in Christ’ motifs, that are also found in these passages. The clauses ‘with 
Christ’ and ‘in Christ’ or ‘in the Lord’ appear to express for him the fundamental way that 
believers and Christ are connected. The meaning of the expression ‘in Christ’ cannot be 
discussed in full here, if it can be fully determined at all.33 However, it is possible to describe 
several aspects that are relevant for understanding baptism and unity. 

The many ‘with’ compounds (e.g., suneta,fhmen, buried with him, sunestaurw,qh, 
crucified with him, suzh,somen, live with him, Romans 6:3-5) that Paul uses in the context of 
baptism in the letter to the Romans, suggest both believers sharing in Christ’s death and life, 
and believers sharing this experience with each other.34 In the letter to the Romans, we find 
the only other occasion where Paul speaks of ‘baptism into Christ’ (evbapti,sqhmen eivj 
Cristo,n Romans 6:3), as he does in relation to the formula in Galatians. Tellingly, this 
passage about baptism in Romans is part of Paul’s discussion of Christ’s eschatological role. 
In the chapter preceding this passage, Christ is described as the second Adam (Romans 5); 
just as the sin of the first Adam brought condemnation and death over humankind, so the 
obedience of the second Adam, who is Christ, will bring righteousness and life. Both Adam 
and Christ are seen to represent an epoch and to have determined the state of this epoch 
with their actions. Paul’s focus then turns, in the subsequent chapter, to the power of sin 
and death over believers (Romans 6). Christ’s death has ended the power of sin (6:10) that 
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ruled since Adam, and by taking part in Christ’s death through baptism, believers can come 
out from under the rule of sin over their lives: 

Or don't you know that all of us who were baptized into Christ Jesus 
(evbapti,sqhmen eivj Cristo.n VIhsou/n) were baptized into his death? We were 
therefore buried with him through baptism into death in order that, just as Christ 
was raised from the dead through the glory of the father, we too may live a new 
life. Because if we have grown together with the likeness of his death, we will 
also be so with the likeness of his resurrection. (Romans 6:3-5) 

Through baptism, believers are said to die and be buried with Christ. The result of taking 
part in Christ’s death is described by Paul with an organic image, ‘having become grown 
together’ (su,mfutoi gego,namen). Believers have become grown together with the likeness of 
Christ’s death (tw/| o`moiw,mati tou/ qana,tou auvtou/).35 Though this fusion with the likeness of 
Christ’s death is a complex concept, its effects are clear, in Paul’s description. Through it, 
believers have ‘died to sin’; they have become free from its reign and can live in Christ 
(6:11). By being a part of the likeness of Christ’s death through baptism, believers share in 
the cosmic effects of his death: freedom from the power of sin and death. 

We thus understand two aspects in the unity with Christ that Paul sees resulting 
from baptism. The first is the participation in a community that can be called ‘the body of 
Christ’. The second is the participation in an eschatological reality, in the cosmic change that 
was set in motion through Christ’s death and resurrection. Baptism does not simply 
inaugurate a believer into the local community in Galatia or Corinth. Being ‘in Christ’ is 
something altogether bigger, which transcends this world and this age and has a clear 
eschatological dimension. Paul can express this succinctly: ‘so if anyone is in Christ, there is 
new creation (ei; tij evn Cristw/| kainh. kti,sij), the old has passed away; see, everything has 
become new!’ (2 Corinthians 5:17).  

These different levels of meaning that are connected for Paul to unity ‘in Christ’ 
should be kept in mind when looking to understand the role of the three pairs in the 
formula. Baptism is not primarily about an individual believer undergoing a rite to confirm a 
change in religious orientation. Rather, it is the communal, eschatological and cosmic 
dimensions which dominate Paul’s thought on baptism. Keeping this in mind should help us 
to understand what Paul intends to say in relation to the three pairs. 

2 Defining Difference: Jew-Greek-Barbarian, Slave-Free, 
Male-Female 

In this section, we will explore how Paul’s contemporaries use the types of opposites 
mentioned by Paul and how this can help to clarify Paul’s phrase, focussing on the strand of 
thought that uses such opposites to construct difference and hierarchy between groups. 
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Some scholars commenting on Paul’s statement have observed the importance of pairs of 
opposites in ancient philosophy.36 The tendency to categorise all sorts of things into pairs of 
polar opposites, which were treated as both incompatible and exhaustive, can be seen as 
constitutive of Greek thought.37 Such pairs feature in cosmology, in medical theories, in 
explanations of natural phenomena, as well as in social constructions.38  

In a discussion of the logic of opposition, Aristotle lists ten pairs of opposite 
principles considered normative by a branch of Pythagoreans. These opposite principles 
include odd and even, right and left, male and female, straight and crooked, at rest and in 
motion, good and evil.39 This list illustrates what Paul Cartledge calls ‘the arbitrary and 
variable character of Greek binary cultural classification’.40 Ancient classifications may 
appear arbitrary, and do not always match our modern ones. The differentiation between 
the sexes, for example, was explained with reference to pairs, such as right and left, hot and 
cold, dry and wet, where the male was associated with right, hot and dry, and the female 
with left, cold and wet.41  

The dichotomy Greek-barbarian is another important example of binary opposition 
in Greek thought, one that was fundamental to Greek self-understanding.42 Barbarians 
constituted the essential others, the ‘them’ who are not ‘us’. Paul’s opposition Jew-Greek is 
a Jewish appropriation of this distinction, which is attested by other Jewish authors in Paul’s 
time as well.43 In ancient thinking about society, pairs of opposites thus provided a useful 
tool, as we will see in this section. The types of binary distinctions mentioned by Paul in the 
baptismal formula play a role especially in thought that deals with the organisation of the 
household or family.   

 The topos of household management, which uses such pairs of opposites, and which 
was of interest to many in Paul’s time, went back to Aristotle. In the opening chapter of his 
Politics, where he sets out the basic structure of the household, Aristotle uses the same 
three pairs that occur in Paul’s statement. The household was for Aristotle an institution 
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made up of naturally occurring partnerships.44 The two primary partnerships for Aristotle 
were those between husband and wife and between master and slave. As he explains, the 
female and the slave are both intended to be ruled; both lack the foresight that is required 
for being a lord and master. Yet they are not the same, because nature has made each for a 
different use: 

Now the female is distinguished by nature from the slave (fu,sei me.n ou=n 
diw,ristai to. qh/lu kai. to dou/lon). For nature makes nothing in an economizing 
spirit … but one thing with a view to one thing; and each instrument would 
perform most finely if it served one task rather than many. The barbarians, 
though, have the same arrangement for female and slave (evn de. toi/j barba,roij 
to. qh/lu kai. to. dou/lon th.n auvth.n e;cei ta,xin). The reason for this is that they 
have no naturally ruling element: with them, the partnership [of man and 
woman] is that of female slave and male slave (h̀ koinoni,a auvtw/n dou,lhj kai. 
dou,lou). This is why the poets say “it is fitting for Greeks to rule barbarians” – the 
assumption being that barbarian and slave are the same thing. (Aristotle, Politics 
1.2.3-4)  

Aristotle brings together the distinctions between Greek and barbarian, between slave and 
master and between male and female in this passage. And the three are closely connected, 
even if recognising their differences is what is important here.45 According to Aristotle, both 
the slave and the female are inferior to the male. In spite of both being subordinate, the 
female and the slave are not the same, however. Nature has made the female different 
from the slave and, therefore, the form of control that the male exercises over them must 
also be different and correspond to their different natures.  

The difference between Greeks and barbarians lies in knowing how to distinguish 
between ruler and ruled and the different purposes for each of the inferior categories. The 
inferiority of barbarians themselves is evident in their failure to recognise the distinction 
between slaves and women. Among them, according to Aristotle, the men are slaves, and 
slaves are indistinguishable from women, both being subordinate.46 This failure to recognise 
the fundamental distinction in nature makes the barbarians themselves a class that should 
be ruled, as if they were slaves, or women. Natural superiority justifies the rule of the better 
over the worse; ‘male must rule female as free rules slave and Greek rules barbarian’.47 Both 
slaves and barbarians are significantly and substantially different from Greeks.48 For 
Aristotle, a proper distinction of the roles of male and female, and slave and master, leads 
to the proper, Greek, construction of the household: 
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From these two partnerships [male-female, slave-free] then, the household first 
arose, and Hesiod’s verse is rightly spoken, ‘First a house, and woman and ox for 
ploughing’, for poor persons have an ox instead of a servant (‘oi=kon me.n prw,tika 
gunai/ka, te bou/n t’ avroth/ra’ o ̀ ga.r bou/j avnt oivke,tou toi/j pe,nhsi,n evstin). 
(Aristotle, Politics 1.2.5)  

The hierarchical, and for Aristotle, natural relationships between husband and wife, and 
between slave and master together form the building blocks that make up the household, 
which in turn makes up the city.49  

The influence of this first construction of the household in Aristotle is evident still in 
the early empire. By this time though, Stoic cosmopolitanism, which was driven by the idea 
that all human beings, whether Greek or barbarian, possess reason in the same way, can be 
seen to have influenced thought about the topic.50 Possibly as a result of this, the category 
Greek-barbarian is absent in later discussions of the topos of the household, and there 
appears to be a softening of the hierarchies between husband and wife, and a somewhat 
different evaluation of the master-slave relation.51 

Authors concerned with household management in Paul’s time frequently employ 
pairs of opposites to set out their guidelines for appropriate behaviour. Seneca, for 
example, refers to instructions regarding three pairs within the family:   

that department of philosophy (...) which, for instance, advises how a husband 
should conduct himself towards his wife, or how a father should bring up his 
children, or how a master should rule his slaves. (sed marito suadet quomodo se 
grerat adversus uxorem, patri quomodo educet liberos, domino quomodo servos 
regat). (Seneca, Epistle 94.1-2)52 

The proper conduct for each of the groups making up the household was a concern in a 
wide range of ancient sources, from Stoic to neo-Pythagorean, as well as in the New 
Testament.53 In the letter to the Colossians, for example, the author gives his audience the 
following instruction: 

Wives, be subject to your husbands, as is fitting in the Lord (Aì gunai/kej( 
ùpota,ssesqe toi/j avndra,sin wj̀ avnh/ken evn kuri,w|). Husbands, love your wives and 
never treat them harshly (Oì a;ndrej( avgapa/te ta.j gunai/kaj kai. mh. pikrai,nesqe 
pro.j auvta,j). Children, obey your parents in everything, for this is your acceptable 
duty in the Lord. Fathers, do not provoke your children, or they may lose heart. 
Slaves, obey your earthly masters in everything (Oì dou/loi( ùpakou,ete kata. pa,nta 
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toi/j kata. sa,rka kuri,oij), not only while being watched and in order to please 
them, but wholeheartedly, fearing the Lord. (Colossians 3:18-22) 

In their contents, these instructions differ little from those found in many other 
contemporary moral codes. The author is ‘propounding moral sentiments of widespread 
currency in his ambient culture’.54 The pairs husband-wife, parents-children, masters-slaves 
that are mentioned here recur in several New-Testament passages, with some small 
variations (e.g., Ephesians 5:21-6:9; Titus 2:1-10; and 1 Peter 2:18-3:7). Much has been said 
about their relationship to the ideas on marriage and slaves expressed in the genuine 
Pauline letters, a subject that has to be left aside for now.55 Our interest here is with the 
way these texts illustrate how pairs of opposites could be used to encourage harmony 
within the household, and how by this time, instructions can be addressed to both the ruling 
and the subjected categories. Even though authors do not always use the same categories 
when discussing the household, the themes of difference and hierarchy are a constant, as is 
can be seen in Paul’s Jewish contemporary Philo:  

Wives must serve their husbands (gunai/kaj avndra,si douleu,ein), not under violent 
ill-treatment, but promoting obedience in all things. Parents must have power 
over their children for their preservation and benefit. (Philo, Apology for the Jews 
7.3) 

Philo is concerned in this passage to illustrate the virtuous nature of the Jewish people by 
referring to their laws and obedience, and this includes proper conduct within the family. 
For Philo, the divisions found in the household are part of the larger social structure, and 
reflect the hierarchy found in society. The commandment to obey one’s parents therefore 
extends beyond the family, requiring respect from all those who are ruled for those who 
rule: 

And the fifth commandment, that about the honour due to parents, conceals 
under its brief expression, many very important and necessary laws, some 
enacted as applicable to old and young men, some as bearing on the relations 
existing between rulers and subjects, others concerning benefactors and those 
who have received benefits, others affecting slaves and masters (tou.j evpi. dou,loij 
kai. despo,taij); for parents belong to the superior class of all these divisions just 
mentioned, the class, I mean, of elders, of rulers, of benefactors, and of masters; 
and children are in the inferior class, in which are ranked the younger people, the 
subjects, those who have received benefits, and slaves. (Philo, The Decalogue, 
165-166) 

The pair master-slave appears here in connection with three others, all, according to Philo, 
connecting a superior to an inferior, and therefore all by analogy falling under the law 
pertaining to parents and children. Philo is thought to be influenced in his thought on the 
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household by the first-century philosopher Arius Didymus, who reinterpreted Aristotle’s 
view on the household in relation to the polis.56 According to Arius: 
 

The rule of the household belongs by nature to the husband because the power 
of deliberation in wives is inferior, does not yet exist in children, and is absent in 
slaves (to. ga.r bouleutiko.n evn gunaiki. me.n cei/ron( evn paisi. d v ouvde,pw( peri. 
dou,louj d v ouvd v o[lwj). On the other hand prudent household management 
(which includes the rule of the house and those things pertaining to the 
household) is the husband’s appropriate realm of action. (Stobaeus, II 149.5)  
 

Arius elsewhere describes marriage as the single most important relationship on which the 
family is built and like Philo, he can discuss the composition of the family without reference 
to slaves. Here, however, like Seneca, he mentions three pairs, and includes the rule of 
master over slaves as one of the basic elements of household management. While Arius 
appears to come close to Aristotle’s description of the household in this passage, there is a 
noticeable softening in his attitude to the oikos. In keeping with the thought of the time, 
Arius emphasizes marriage as a personal relationship rather than a biological necessity. 
When compared with Aristotle, Arius dilutes the principle of natural hierarchy.57 

We can conclude that the categories that Paul mentions in the formula were 
important in ordering ancient society. They serve to distinguish those who are superior to 
those who are inferior, especially within the family. It is in this attitude towards society and 
human relationships that we should place the prayers of thanksgiving to which we will turn 
next. These prayers have been put forward by scholars as the context for understanding 
Paul’s statement. Richard Longenecker, for example, suggests that Paul used his statement 
in ‘conscious contrast’ to these ‘chauvinistic’ prayers.58 These prayers, like the instructions 
for the household, confirm difference within pairs of opposites, from a Greek or Jewish 
perspective. They place humans above animals, Greeks above barbarians, men above 
women, masters above slaves, parents above children. They express the belief that to rule 
belongs naturally to the man and the Greek, so one might well be thankful for being one. 

2.1 Prayers of Thanksgiving 

The similarities between several Greek and Jewish prayers of thanksgiving, and Paul’s 
statement in Galatians were already pointed out in the late nineteenth century, by John E. 
B. Mayor. In a one page article that appeared in The Classical Review in 1896, Mayor 
complains that although he had noted these parallels long before, his observation had not 
had the effect he had hoped for: ‘I thought I had called Lightfoot's attention to the evidence 
some thirty years ago, but as it is not noticed in the last editions of his commentaries, I must 
have mistaken the will for the deed’.59 By our time, the parallel has been noted by New-
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Testament scholars, and it seen as a possible foil for the baptismal formula.60 While Mayor 
considers these texts to ‘speak for themselves’, there is in fact much to say about the 
prayers of thanksgiving. 

The first of these prayers is mentioned by Plutarch in his biography of the Roman 
general Gaius Marius. In this passage, Plutarch contrasts Marius’ attitude on facing his death 
to that of Plato.61 While Marius, when his end was near, took to the bottle and lamented his 
fortune, 

 Plato, before his death, thanked the Fates that he had been born a human being 
rather than an animal, a Greek rather than barbarian, and that he lived in the 
time of Socrates (o]ti prw/ton me.n a;nqrwpoj( ei=ta [Ellhn(. ouv ba,rbaroj ouvde. 
a;logon th/| fu,sei qhri,on ge,noito( pro.j de. tou,toij( o[ti toi/j Swkra,touj cro,noij 
avph,nthsen h̀ ge,nesij auvtou/). (Plutarch, Gaius Marius 46.1)  

According to Plutarch, Plato expresses gratitude for three blessings. He is grateful first of all 
for being a human being and not an animal, categories not found in Paul. The second pair 
reflects an ethnic division, being a Greek rather than a barbarian.62 Unlike Paul, Plato’s 
blessing in Plutarch does not have a third pair of opposites, but simply gratitude expressed 
for being born in the time of Socrates.  

A fascinating version of this prayer by Plato is related by the fourth-century church 
father Lactantius. Lactantius also cites Plato’s expression of gratitude, but gives it in a 
slightly different form and has an entirely different evaluation from Plutarch’s. Rather than 
quote Plato with approval, Lactantius has little good to say about the prayer: 

Plato said much the same, where he says ‘he thanked nature first that he was 
born a human and not a dumb beast, second that he was born a man and not a 
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woman, <third> that he was born a Greek and not a barbarian, and lastly that he 
was born in Athens and in the time of Socrates’ (primum, qoud homo natus esset 
potius, quam mutum animal; deinde quod mas potius, quam fœmina; quod 
Graecus, quam Barbaros; possermo quod Atheniensis, et quod temporibus 
Socratis). The degree of mental blindness, the size of error in such ignorance of 
the truth, is beyond expression. Let me simply say that nothing more crazy has 
ever been said in human history; as if being born a barbarian or a woman or a 
donkey would have left him the same Plato and not what he was born as. 
(Lactantius, Divine Institutes 3.19.17) 

When compared to the version in Plutarch, Lactantius adds a further pair to Plato’s prayer, 
that of male-female, thereby bringing the number of opposites to three, as in Paul. 
Lactantius also adds a location to the time of birth: Plato was not only born in the time of 
Socrates, but specifically in Athens. Lactantius’ attention to this point, specifying that they 
lived not merely at the same time, but also in the same place, fits with his interest in the 
relationship between Socrates and Plato, which is discussed by him at some length.63 While 
Lactantius’ version is much later and may depend in some way on Paul, it attests to the fact 
that there was a well-known tradition of such prayers and to their particular form and 
content. 

The third passage is found in Diogenes Laertius (3rd century CE), who cites a prayer 
quoted in the lost work ‘Lives’ from the philosopher Hermippus (3rd century B.C.E.): 

Hermippus in his Lives refers to Thales the story which is told by some of 
Socrates, namely, that he used to say there were three blessings for which he was 
grateful to Fortune: "first, that I was born a human being and not a beast; next, 
that I was born a man and not a woman; thirdly, a Greek and not a barbarian 
(prw/ton me.n o]ti a;nqrwpoj evgeno,mhn kai. ouv qhri,on( ei=ta o[ti avnh.r kai. ouv gunh,( 
tri,ton o[ti [Ellhn kai. ouv ba,rbaroj)". (Diogenes Laertius, Lives of the Philosophers 
1.33) 

Either Thales or, according to some other sources known to Diogenes, Socrates, used to be 
thankful for three blessings.64 Two of the three categories mentioned here overlap with 
Paul: man and woman and the ethnic division, Greek-barbarian. Two pairs are similar to 
Plutarch’s version of Plato’s prayer: human-beast and Greek-barbarian.  
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The history of these three texts and their interconnection is difficult to establish. 
Joseph Tabory suggests that there was a tradition connecting a threefold blessing with 
Thales or Socrates, which originally included the triad human, male and Greek.65 In order to 
retain the trifold structure while including a reference to Socrates, the pair male-female was 
dropped in the prayer attributed to Plato by Plutarch. According to Tabory, Lactantius 
conflated the two versions in Plutarch and Diogenes Laertius, and came up with a longer 
version of the prayer. Whatever the exact relationship between the prayers, it is important 
to note that if Paul was familiar with this tradition, it would be in the form of a threefold 
statement that could have different forms, but did not include the pair slave-free. The 
ethnic pair, in these passages ‘Greek-barbarian’, is the only consistent overlap with Paul, 
while the pair slave-free, which features in Paul’s statement, is absent from all three 
versions of the prayers.   

Although the sources we have for these prayers date several decades or even 
centuries after Paul, the prayers themselves are attributed to philosophers who lived much 
earlier, to Thales, Socrates or Plato. Diogenes claims to quote a much earlier source, 
Hermippus, and to know of others who also tell the same story. There is a strong possibility 
therefore that the tradition about these prayers was known at the time of Paul. The early 
attributions of the prayers also raise the possibility that these thanksgivings are something 
of a throwback to an earlier time, when this type of ethnic, and perhaps even male, 
chauvinism was more indicative of the general attitude. The cosmopolitan mood of the early 
Empire led to some very different ideas about human difference, as we will see in the next 
chapter. 

2.1.1 Jewish Prayers of Thanksgiving 
While slaves were absent from any of the versions of the prayer examined so far, they are 
mentioned in some of the later Jewish versions of such threefold prayers, namely those that 
appear in rabbinic sources. These benedictions do not have the form of pairs of opposites, 
but only retain the negative part; they express thanks for not being something, without 
stating the positive of what a person might be. The sources themselves all date after Paul, 
but it is possible that they have preserved earlier material from the first century. Given the 
similarities between these benedictions and the versions quoted above, it is likely that these 
Jewish prayers depend on the Greek tradition.66 The earliest of these, found in the Tosefta, 
reads:   

R. Judah says: A person is obligated to recite the [following] three benedictions 
every day: ‘Blessed [is God] who has not made me a gentile, Blessed [is God] who 
has not made me a boor, Blessed [is God] who has not made me a woman.  

[Who has not made me] a gentile, because Scripture says, All nations are as 
naught in his sight; he accounts them as less than nothing [Isaiah 40:17]. 
[Who has not made me] a boor, because a boor is not a fearer of sin. 
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 Tabory finds confirmation for the trifold pattern in the prayer mentioned in the gospel of Luke, where a 
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[Who has not made me] a woman, because women are not obligated in the 
commandments. (Tosefta Berakhot, 6:18 38)67  

The gratitude that a Jewish man owes to God is thus explained by the fact that he, unlike a 
gentile, a boor or a woman, bears the full load of God's commandments.68 The blessing thus 
underlines the importance of the study of Torah for a person’s status.69  

In later versions of this blessing, the term ‘boor’ is replaced by ‘slave’. In the 
Babylonian Talmud (Menahot 43b – 44a) the story is told of R. Aha bar Yaakov who heard 
his son reciting these blessings and objected to him thanking God for not being a boor.70 The 
son then asks his father what blessing he should recite instead. The suggestion is made that 
gratitude for not being a boor should be replaced by gratitude for not being a slave, which 
leads to a discussion in the text about the difference in status between women and slaves. 
The objection that is raised at this point is that since both women and slaves are in a 
subservient position, when a man has blessed God for not being placed in such a situation 
once, there is no reason for him to do so again. The response that both should nevertheless 
be mentioned confirms, as Tabory observes, the importance that is attributed to citing 
exactly three blessings.71 

Taken together, these sources provide a pattern that is similar to Paul, in that three 
pairs or aspects are mentioned. Within each pair, these prayers emphasise a clear hierarchy 
and opposition. A person is grateful for belonging to one half of the human race, and not 
the other. We have also seen that the pairs which were considered to make up a person are 
not constant, although the ethnic pair is mentioned in each of these texts. It has been 
suggested that Paul’s formula in Galatians is directly dependent on these prayers and that 
he synthesises the Greek and Jewish texts.72 Yet there is little reason to assume direct 
dependence, especially since the term ‘slave’ is absent in all of the earlier versions, and only 
appears after Paul, as far as we can establish. While these thanksgivings provide parallels to 
the form of Paul’s formula, they do not explain the three pairs in it. Furthermore, even if we 
were to accept that these types of prayers provoked a counter-slogan in Paul, that in itself is 
not sufficient for understanding Paul’s statement. We would still need to ask what Paul was 
affirming, in denying these privileges.  

I would rather suggest that while the prayers of thanksgiving testify to the power 
that a threefold slogan was considered to have at the time, we should not look for a narrow 
literary dependence or opposition that might have influenced Paul. We should ask instead 
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whether there were contemporary concerns that might have formed the conceptual 
background for Paul’s statement and which it might have addressed.    

3 The Ideal of Unity 

In the previous section, we saw how the pairs mentioned by Paul cluster in discussions of 
the household and the appropriate relationships within the family. In this section, we will 
focus on a type of thought that also deals with social construction, but of a very different 
kind. In the ideas discussed here, social distinctions such as those between Greek and 
barbarian, between slave and free and between husband and wife are used to portray an 
ideal or utopian community, one that is very different from the hierarchical family relations 
that make up the household. From Plato to the Stoics of Paul’s time, there is a broad trend 
in Greco-Roman thought on utopian societies, which includes themes such as universal 
citizenship, the absence of slavery and a rejection of marriage.73 We now turn to this 
utopian tradition and its constructions of the ideal community, to see how this sheds light 
on Paul’s use of the pairs Jew-Greek, slave-free and male-female.  
 That this utopian thought involves pairs and categories similar to those that make up 
contemporary discussions of conventional society should come as no surprise. Utopian 
thinking can be seen as an exercise in imagining alternatives.74 As such, any utopian or ideal 
social scenario is also a reflection of the circumstances under which it is formed, and reveals 
something about the specific historical situation, society or way of life for which it presents 
an alternative.75 Ancient depictions of ideal or utopian societies are no exception to this 
rule; they too present something of a mirror image of conventional society and reflect those 
aspects of life that were experienced as less than ideal. According to Moses Finley, what 
connects ancient depictions of the ideal is ‘the idea, explicit or implicit, that a world without 
evil is not even conceivable, let alone possible, so long as the two chief roots of evil are 
present, namely, strife over wealth and property and strife arising from sexual drives’.76 This 
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view is shared by Doyne Dawson who notes that a characteristic of ancient political utopia is 
that ‘communism in property is always accompanied by communism in family’.77 By 
eliminating both property and the family, the major causes of social strife are considered to 
have been removed. Dawson’s study focusses explicitly on what he terms ‘high’ utopianism, 
which is concerned with ‘a plan for an ideal city-state that was not meant to be literally 
enacted’.78 While our examination here will be less narrowly defined, and will include 
depictions of communities that are portrayed as actual existing ideals, it will largely confirm 
Dawson and Finley’s observations that family and property are central to utopian thought. 
As we will see, the ideal is of a society that is characterised by homogeneity of interest. 
Whereas in the instructions for household management, social difference is structured in 
hierarchical relationships, the ideal human community is imagined to be an undifferentiated 
whole: ‘individuals’ loyalties and affections are directed to the community as a whole and 
not fragmented by competing claims of differentiated affiliations’.79 

Most of the utopias or ideal societies found in Greco-Roman thought were fictional 
or abstract, portraying a mythical island society or a philosophical model of an ideal city. The 
fictional nature of these portrayals can be seen as confirmation of the power of the social 
status quo in the ancient world. Any alternative society existed primarily as a social dream 
or a vision of the future.80 In our exploration of these ancient imaginings, we will focus on 
authors of such social dreams writing under the early empire. We will start, however, with 
what is generally considered to be the first construction of a utopia, that of Plato’s Republic. 
His depiction of an ideal city formed the basis for many later constructions of the ideal and 
contains the two characteristics discussed above, namely the absence of property and 
family. 

3.1 An Ideal City: Plato’s Republic 

Plato is seen as the creator of the first political utopia; the ideal city of Plato’s Republic 
inspired thinking about the ideal society for centuries to come. The Republic envisaged a 
society without private property, where all goods were held in common.81 According to the 
Republic, the best condition for the unity of the city is when its inhabitants consider the 
same things to be their own. Not only did the male inhabitants of this city have all property 
in common, they also did not have individual wives and children; there was no place for the 
family. 

Plato’s ideal city consists of three classes; the lowest class of labourers and 
merchants, a class of auxiliaries and soldiers, and the highest stratum, which is Plato’s main 

                                                                                                                                                                     
various primitivistic images, whether the perfect, simple, innocent society is located in the distant past, in a 
Golden Age, or in a far-off place’ (Finley, The Use and Abuse of History, 180-181).  
77

 Dawson, Cities of the Gods, 8. 
78

 Dawson, Cities of the Gods, 7. 
79

 Richter, Cosmopolis, 61. 
80

 See Peter Green, Alexander to Actium: The Historical Evolution of the Hellenistic Age (Berkeley: University of 
California Press 1990), 394. 
81

 As Malcolm Schofield writes, ’one thing everybody knows about the Republic is that it is the first great work 
of political utopianism ever written’ (Schofield, Plato: Political Philosophy (Oxford: Oxford University Press 
2006), 194). Marek Winiarczyk laments the fact that while ‘jeder humanistisch gebildete Mensch’ has heard of 
Plato’s utopia, the Hellenistic utopias suffer from scholarly neglect (Marek Winiarczyk, Die hellenistischen 
Utopien (Berlin: De Gruyter 2011), VII). 



A Cosmopolitan Ideal 

44 
 

concern, that of the guardians. This guardian class is made up not only of men, but of 
women as well. A person’s sex is deemed irrelevant for his or her position as guardian; the 
city needs the best possible men and the best possible women. Although men and women 
can be said to have the same nature, and therefore should receive the same education, they 
perform the same tasks in the city not because they are equally capable, but rather the 
opposite.82 Socrates maintains that since there is no particular field of activity in which 
women as a group excel, no distinct sphere of female activity, women should be used for 
the same purposes and given the same tasks as men:83  

“You are right,” he said, “that the one sex is far surpassed by the other in 
everything, one may say. Many women, it is true, are better than many men in 
many things, but broadly speaking, it is as you say.” “Then there is no pursuit of 
the administrators of a state that belongs to a woman because she is a woman or 
to a man because he is a man. But the natural capacities are distributed alike 
among both creatures, and women naturally share in all pursuits and men in all— 
yet for all the woman is weaker than the man.” (Plato, Republic 5.455d-e) 

While there are some women who are better at some things than some men, as a group, 
women are weaker and far surpassed by men. The rationale for having both male and 
female guardians is thus not based on gender equality, but rather on inequality.84 The goal is 
not to improve the position of women, but to ensure the welfare of the city. The same is 
true for the abolition of the family. In the Republic, there will be no private marriages, and 
no private paternity or maternity: 

That these women shall all be common to all the men (ta.j gunai/kaj tau,taj tw/n 
avndrw/n tou,twn pa,ntwn pa,saj ei=nai koina.j), and that none shall cohabit with any 
privately; and that the children shall be common, and that no parent shall know 
its own offspring nor any child its parent.’ (Plato, Republic 5.457c-d) 

The republic will in fact have a strict program of eugenics, where only the best women and 
men are allowed to procreate; procreation is entirely in the hands of the state (Republic 
459a-461b). Fathers will not know who their own children are, nor will mothers, because 
there will be communal childcare and communal wet nursing. The whole guardian class will 
therefore treat one another as relatives: ‘no matter whom he meets, he will feel that he is 
meeting a brother, a sister, a father, a mother, a son, a daughter, or the offspring or 
forebears of these’ (463c). In addition to not having a private family, the guardians are also 
not to have any private property (Republic 416d; 464b-c). The major principle supporting all 
this is that of unity:  

                                                      
82

 On Plato’s discussion the education of men and women in the Republic and Laws, see Christine Garside 
Allen, ‘Plato on Women’, Feminist Studies 2/3 (1975), 131-138. 
83

 For a discussion of Plato’s argumentation, see Michael S. Kochin, Gender and Rhetoric in Plato’s Political 
Thought (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 2002), 60-63. Also Stella Sandford, ‘Thinking Sex Politically: 
Rethinking ‘‘Sex’’ in Plato’s Republic’, The South Atlantic Quarterly 104/4 (2005), 613-630. 
84

 Julia Annas criticises the idea that Plato was interested in the position of women and gender equality, as has 
been suggested (‘Plato's "Republic" and Feminism’, Philosophy 51/197 (1976), 307-321). Annas observes an 
interesting gap in Plato’s argumentation, in that he only addresses the question whether there are specific 
female competences, but does not ask the obvious question whether there are specific male competences. 



One in Christ 

45 
 

 ‘Well, then, can we come up with a greater evil for a city than something that 
tears it apart and makes it many cities instead of one? Or any greater good than 
what binds it together and makes it one?’ ‘No, we can’t.’ (…) ‘Does that mean 
that the best regulated city is one where most people apply these expressions 
“mine” and “not mine” to the same thing in the same way?’ ‘Much the best.’ 
(Plato, Republic 5.462a-c) 

The greatest good of the city is secured when there is in it no ‘mine’ in terms of wives or 
children or possessions. Plato goes on to portray the city as a body, where what happens to 
one person, happens to all (Republic 5.462c-d). The abolition of the family thus does not 
serve the interest of individual men and women, but rather that of the city as a whole. Nor 
is it women who are freed from the ‘patriarchal family’, rather, the abolition of the family is 
portrayed as a liberation for men. They can now live in peace together, no longer burdened 
by the duty to make ends meet or by the petty trouble of handing their money over to their 
wives and slaves (Republic 465 b-c).85  

Plato’s original political utopia thus stresses unity as the highest good; individual 
families or individual property would stand in the way of the united concern of the 
guardians for the city. Because there are no private possessions, no houses and families, 
there will be no ‘law-suits and accusations against one another’ (Republic 464d). They will 
be free from ‘the dissensions that arise among men from the possession of property, 
children, and kin’ (Republic 464e).  

Plato uses two metaphors here to underline the close connection between the 
guardians and the unity of the city. The city can be described as a body, where ‘all of it feels 
the pain as a whole, though it is a part that suffers’ (Republic 5.462d). While families may be 
abolished, the guardians should see each other as family members and this not in name 
only, ‘for it would be absurd for them merely to pronounce with their lips the names of 
kinship without the deeds’ (Republic 5.463e). They should feel that what happens to one 
person, happens to all. Both these metaphors express the importance of homogeneity of 
interest and therefore underline the essential characteristic of ancient utopia. The fact that 
these metaphors also occur in Paul is an indication that his thought was concerned with a 
similar ideal of unity. 

The influence of Plato’s Republic can be seen in many later depictions of ideal 
communities and utopias, which emphasise unity, sometimes have a community of goods 
and often in some way challenge the conventional construction of the family. While Finley 
observes that it is hard to find any utopian thinking in antiquity which is not hierarchical, 
this is probably more true for classical antiquity and less so for later periods.86 In Paul’s time, 
as we will see, people could imagine an ideal way of life as one that tended towards 
equality, at least between men. We will now turn to the expression of this type of thought 
during the early Empire.  
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3.2 Ideal Communities in the Early Empire  

During late Hellenistic and early-imperial times, there is a notable interest in ideal societies, 
which can be attributed to the influence of Stoic cosmopolitanism. An exotic community 
that is organised along principles that enable a homogeneous social structure becomes 
appealing under a unified Empire, where all people can be seen as fundamentally similar, 
regardless of ethnic differences.87 While such communities are frequently found in exotic 
locations, they can also be located in the past or the future. The next section will examine 
two eschatological examples that express a hope for an ideal future. In this section, 
however, we will first turn to an ideal past, in Plutarch’s idealised description of the actions 
of Alexander the Great.  

3.2.1 An Ethnic Ideal: Plutarch’s Alexander 
For his description of Alexander’s work in unifying Greek and barbarian, Plutarch reaches 
back to Zeno, the founder of Stoicism, who wrote his own Republic, most likely in response 
to Plato’s.88 Concord was the key idea in Zeno’s Republic, a city where only the wise or 
morally good were citizens, friends and free persons, and the bad were aliens, enemies and 
slaves.89 Some aspects of Zeno’s ideal city, as a place where promiscuity was accepted and 
men and women wore similar clothing, seem to have been something of an embarrassment 
for later Stoics.90 Yet his name could still be invoked centuries later, as the creator of an 
inspiring vision of unity. Plutarch suggests that Zeno, like later Stoics, held the unity of the 
whole of humankind as an ideal.91  

Moreover, the much admired Republic of Zeno, the founder of the Stoic sect, may 
be summed up in this one main principle: that all people (pa,ntaj avnqpw,pouj) 
should not live differentiated by their respective rules of justice into separate 
cities and communities, but that we should consider them to be of one 
community and one polity, and that we should have a common life and in order 
common to us all, even as a herd that feeds together and shares the pasturage of 
a common field. (On the Fortune 329A-B)   
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According to Plutarch, Zeno’s Republic is a place where people live in one community and 
are governed by one rule of justice. In the highly rhetorical piece from which this passage is 
taken, Plutarch discusses the successes of Alexander the Great. According to Plutarch, while 
there was much to be admired in Zeno’s vision, Alexander surpassed Zeno, in that he made 
this vague ideal a reality. He achieved what the Stoics only dreamt about, that people would 
not live divided into several groups and cities, but would all be united into one community:  

But, as he [Alexander] believed that he came as a heaven-sent (qeo,qen) governor 
to all, and as a mediator for the whole world, those whom he could not persuade 
to unite with him, he conquered by force of arms, and he brought together into 
one body all men everywhere, uniting and mixing in one great loving-cup, as it 
were, men's lives, their characters, their marriages, their very habits of life. He 
bade them all consider as their fatherland the whole inhabited earth (th.n 
oivkoume,nhn), as their stronghold and protection his camp, as akin to them all good 
men, and as foreigners only the wicked; they should not distinguish between 
Grecian and foreigner (barbariko,n) by Grecian cloak and targe, or scimitar and 
jacket; but the distinguishing mark of the Grecian should be seen in virtue, and 
that of the foreigner (barbariko,n) in iniquity; clothing and food, marriage and 
manner of life they should regard as common to all, being blended into one by 
ties of blood and children. (Plutarch, On the Fortune 329 C-D) 

Plutarch’s writings generally reflect the Greek oppositional thought which regards the 
barbarian as the other, as we saw above in his appreciation for Plato’s prayer of 
thanksgiving. Yet he is also aware of a philosophical ideal that sees Greek and barbarian 
unified into one community. Since Plutarch’s rhetorical aim in this work is to portray 
Alexander as a philosopher, connecting Alexander to this ideal of ethnic unity suits his 
purposes in this work.92  

The ideal realised by Alexander, then, is a world where the difference between 
Greek and barbarian is no longer a matter of cultural attributes, clothing or other customs, 
but a matter of virtue. A virtuous person, whether Greek or barbarian ethnically, counts as 
Greek, while a barbarian is someone who is immoral, no matter what their ethnicity. Even 
though the categories Greek-barbarian are still used, they no longer apply in the traditional 
sense, such as in the prayers of thanksgiving described above.  

3.2.2 Ideal Exotic Communities: Diodorus Siculus and Strabo 
A colourful example of a utopia that is found in an exotic location is Iambulus’ account of 
the inhabitants of a remote group of islands, which is found in Diodorus Siculus (1st century 
BCE).93 The island on which Iambulus lands after a string of adventures is a wonderful place, 
where food grows in abundance and natural springs provide hot and cold running water 
(Diodorus Siculus 2.57.1-3). It is inhabited by strange but handsome people who are very 
tall, have flexible bones, and the enviable ability to carry on two conversations 
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simultaneously (Diodorus Siculus 2.56.4-6). They also have some unusual customs when it 
comes to family: 

The islanders do not marry but have their women in common (gunai/kaj de. mh. 
gamei/n( avlla. koina.j e;cein). They raise the children born of their unions in 
common and cherish them equally (evp’ i;shj avgapa/n). When these children are 
still infants, the wet nurses will exchange the children they are nursing so that not 
even their actual mothers can recognize their own children. Thanks to this 
institution no rivalry arises among them and they live their lives free of internal 
discord, setting the greatest value on social harmony (dio,per mhdemia/j par’ 
auvtoi/j ginome,nhj filotimi,aj avstasia,stouj kai. th,n òmo,noian peri. plei,stou 
poioume,nouj diatelei/n). (Diodorus Siculus 2.58.1) 

The customs of the islanders ensure that no parent knows his or her own child, and that no 
conventional family relations can be formed. Even though Iambulus’ utopia is often seen as 
influenced mostly by Stoic thought, the similarities with the practices in Plato’s Republic are 
inescapable, not only the notion of having wives in common, but also the specific role of the 
wet nurses in making sure mothers do not recognise their children.94 As a result of these 
practices, all children can be loved equally. The goal, as in Plato, is social harmony and 
absence of internal strife. The political organisation of the islanders is portrayed as equally 
harmonious. They live in groups of about four hundred people, which are based on kinship, 
with each group being led by the oldest man, who is obeyed by all (Diodorus Siculus 2.57.1; 
2.58.6). The harmonious and simple way of life of these islanders is evident in everything we 
are told about them, from their political organisation to their choice of foods and daily 
activities. Although nothing is said explicitly about slaves, the descriptions of daily life, food 
gathering and other activities, suggest that there are no slaves on the islands.95 

The notion that an ideal way of life did not include marriage and the conventional 
family can also be found in the geographer Strabo. Such a harmonious and praiseworthy 
lifestyle did not necessarily entail the practice of having ‘women in common’ as with 
Iambulus’ Islanders, but could also take the form of a community consisting of men only, 
excluding women, and therefore wives, from the group. Strabo quotes Posidonius’ 
description of a group of Thracians, who are mentioned as part of a description of exotic 
groups who live according to unusual but admirable customs.96 The Thracian Ctistæ are 
praised for living together as men, without wives:  

Posidonius relates that the Mysians religiously abstain from eating any thing that 
had life, and consequently, from cattle; but that they lived in a quiet way on 
honey, milk, and cheese; wherefore they are considered a religious people, and 
called Capnobatæ. He adds, that there are amongst the Thracians some who live 
without wives (ei=nai de, tinaj tw/n Qrakw/n oi] cwri.j gunaiko.j zw/sin), and who 
are known by the name of Ctistæ. These are considered sacred and worthy of 
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honour, and live in great freedom (avniepw/sqai te dia. timh.n kai. meta. avdei,aj 
zh/n). (Strabo, Geography 7.3.3) 

These men are seen by Strabo as sacred and honourable and their choice to live without 
women gives them great freedom (avdei,a).97 A similar case is that of the men of the 
Alexandrian museum, who appear in Strabo’s description of the Alexandrian library, of 
which the museum was part. These men form a communal group, sharing meals as well as 
their possessions:  

The Museum is a part of the palaces. It has a public walk and a place furnished 
with seats, and a large hall, in which the men of learning, who belong to the 
Museum, take their common meal. This community possesses also property in 
common (crh,mata koina.); and a priest, formerly appointed by the kings, but at 
present by Cæsar, presides over the Museum. (Strabo, Geography 17.1.8) 

These scholars formed an elite group, which attracted a large number of immigrants and 
created an intellectual community in Alexandria.98 The practices of these groups mentioned 
in Strabo—dietary restrictions, communal meals, shared possessions, and a life without 
wives—all are similar to those ascribed to the Essenes by Philo and Josephus. Their far more 
extensive descriptions of these ideal communities allow us to see how such a group of male 
equals would be seen. Central to their descriptions of the Essenes is the fact that they 
neither marry nor have slaves, thereby bringing together two of pairs mentioned by Paul. 

3.2.3 Ideal Jewish Communities: The Essenes and the Therapeutae  
The descriptions of the Essenes and Therapeutae by Paul’s Jewish contemporaries Philo of 
Alexandria and Flavius Josephus should be understood as part of the broad tradition of 
utopian groups sketched above. These two Jewish groups are portrayed as shining examples 
of communities of the wise, which conform in many ways to ancient ideals.99 Both Philo and 
Josephus present the Essenes as a supreme example of Jewish piety and philosophy.100 They 
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are not, as Joan Taylor puts it in relation to Philo, interested in giving a ‘warts-and-all 
introduction’ to their subject, but rather hold these groups up an illustration of the 
excellence within Jewish philosophy.101 They do so in a way that would be immediately 
recognisable by philosophically-educated Greek and Roman audiences: 

For there are three philosophical sects among the Jews. The followers of the first 
of which are the Pharisees; of the second, the Sadducees; and the third sect, 
which pretends to a severer discipline, are called Essenes. These last are Jews by 
birth, and seem to have a greater affection for one another than the other sects 
have (ge,noj o;ntej fila,llhloi de. kai. tw/n a;llwn ple,on). These Essenes reject 
pleasures as an evil, but esteem continence and the conquest over our passions, 
to be virtue. (Josephus, Jewish War 2: 119-120 ) 

It also deserves our admiration, how much they exceed all other men that give 
themselves over to virtue, and this in righteousness: and indeed to such a degree, 
that as it has never appeared among any other men, neither Greeks nor 
barbarians, no, not for a little time, so has it endured a long time among them. 
This is demonstrated by that institution of theirs, which will not allow anything to 
hinder them from having all things in common; so that a rich man enjoys no more 
of his own wealth than he who has nothing at all. (Josephus, Jewish Antiquities 
18:20) 

Both Philo and Josephus attribute values to the Essenes that were widely esteemed in 
contemporary thought. The Essenes are thus said to love virtue, to be pious, humble, 
respectful of the law and loving towards humanity. A strong focus lies on their simple life: 
they do not care about money or property, they are ascetic, and frugal and have a strong 
sense of community. The idea of shared property was a common philosophical ideal that 
went back to Plato’s Republic or perhaps even the Pythagoreans before him, and is also 
attributed to Zeno and later Stoics.102 For both Philo and Josephus, the fact that the Essenes 
shared their goods and did not have anything for themselves is one of the most important 
aspects of their virtue. It is central to their community spirit of equality and brotherhood: 

They despise riches and their communal life is admirable. In vain would one 
search among them for one man with a greater fortune than another. Indeed, it is 
a law that those who enter the sect shall surrender their property to the order; so 
neither the humiliation of poverty nor the pride of wealth is to be seen anywhere 
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among them. Since their possessions are mingled, there exists for them all, as for 
brothers (w[sper avdelfoi/j), one single property. (Josephus, Jewish War 2: 122) 

Josephus compares the Essenes to brothers, who share their property. According to both 
authors sharing goods and living a communal life requires a rejection of slaves and marriage. 
Josephus makes this case on slightly different grounds in his two accounts of the Essenes:   

There are about four thousand men that live in this way, and neither marry wives, 
nor are desirous to keep slaves (kai. ou;te gameta.j eivsa,gontai ou;te dou,lwn 
evpithdeu,ousin kth/sin); as thinking the latter tempts men to be unjust, and the 
former gives the handle to domestic quarrels; but as they live by themselves, they 
minister one to another (diakoni,a| th/| evp’ avllh,loij evpicrw/ntai). (Josephus, 
Jewish Antiquities 18.21) 

They neglect wedlock, but select other persons’ children, while they are pliable, 
and fit for learning, and esteem them to be of their kindred, and form them 
according to their own manners. They do not absolutely deny the fitness of 
marriage, and the succession of mankind thereby continued; but they guard 
against the lascivious behaviour of women, and are persuaded that none of them 
preserve their fidelity to one man. (Josephus, Jewish War 2: 121) 

In Jewish Antiquities, Josephus mentions slaves and women in one breath, both are a danger 
to the common life of the male Essenes. Their mutual service to each other would be 
compromised by the injustice and disagreement that are associated with slaves and women. 
A further rational for excluding women and marriage is given in Jewish War, where Josephus 
sees the lack of sexual restraint in women as a danger to the male community. Josephus 
does mention, almost as an afterthought, a type of Essenes that do marry, since they feel 
that otherwise, the human race might die out (Jewish War 2:160).103 

Philo agrees with Josephus about the celibacy of the Essenes, although he gives a 
different reason for this.    

Indeed, no Essaean takes a woman because women are selfish, excessively 
jealous, skilful in ensnaring the morals of a spouse and in seducing him by endless 
charms. Women set out to flatter, and wear all sorts of masks, like actors on the 
stage; then, when they have bewitched the eye and captured the ear, when, that 
is to say, they have deceived the lower senses, they next lead the sovereign mind 
astray. (…) The husband, bound by his wife’s spells, or anxious for his children 
from natural necessity, is no more the same towards the others, but unknown to 
himself he becomes a different man, a slave instead of a freeman. (Philo, Apology 
for the Jews 14-15, 17) 

While Philo focuses on different female short-comings, the outcome is the same as for 
Josephus: women are portrayed as a threatening the interaction between the male Essenes. 
A married man changes in his dealings with others; he becomes a slave. Philo and Josephus 
thus each have their own ideas about the problems women would cause, but they 
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understand the Essene rejection of marriage and women to be for the same reason: to 
guard the communal life and enable the members to hold all things in common. As we have 
seen, in many ancient conceptions of the ideal community as holding all goods in common, 
marriage was rejected also. Since the household embraced both property and family, to 
dissolve the one implied breaking up the other. Given their sexual ethic which generally 
restricted sex to marriage or even procreation only, a communism where everyone freely 
forms relationships with each other, such as in the island communities described by 
Iambulus, would probably not have been praiseworthy in the eyes of Philo or Josephus. The 
Essene rejection of marriage and women is therefore the logical corollary to their rejection 
of property. 

Like the Essenes, Philo’s Therapeutae do not marry, although this group is not all 
male, but consists of both men and women.104 In connection with the Therapeutae, Philo 
does not describe marriage as something to be avoided because of the problematic nature 
of women. While neither the men nor the women who belong to the group are to be bound 
by marriage, no explicit analysis of marriage is given by Philo. The female Therapeutae are 
described as virgins, by their own choice: 

And the women also share in this feast, the greater part of whom, though old, are 
virgins in respect of their purity (not indeed through necessity, as some of the 
priestesses among the Greeks are, who have been compelled to preserve their 
chastity more than they would have done of their own accord), but out of an 
admiration for and love of wisdom, with which they are desirous to pass their 
lives, on account of which they are indifferent to the pleasures of the body, 
desiring not a mortal but an immortal offspring, which the soul that is attached to 
God is alone able to produce by itself and from itself, the Father having sown in it 
rays of light appreciable only by the intellect, by means of which it will be able to 
perceive the doctrines of wisdom. (Philo, On the Contemplative Life 68) 

According to Philo, these women have chosen not to marry because they prefer immortal to 
mortal offspring. Marriage and procreation are firmly connected in Philo’s thought (Special 
Laws 1.112; 3.9), as they are for Josephus (Against Apion 2.199). Both allow sexual 
intercourse even within marriage only with the intention of creating children. The female 
Therapeutae still produce offspring, but of a different kind, inspired by God.  

The male Therapeutae seem to have a different, less virginal, background. They only 
join the community after having left their families and property in good hands. Philo praises 
them for making a gift of their wealth to others as they choose to go off to pursue 
philosophy (On the Contemplative Life 13-16). The asceticism of men and women is thus 
portrayed by Philo in two distinct ways. Men do not produce spiritual offspring; women do 
not abandon wealth and family. The group’s male and female members, as far as we can tell 
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from Philo’s description, lead separate lives and even when joining in worship and song, 
remain spatially separated (On the Contemplative Life 33, 69).  

Apart from the question how real any of these groups were or how accurate the 
descriptions given, their place in first-century literature shows that asceticism and 
abandoning or rejecting marriage did function as a philosophical, ethical and religious ideal. 
Even though Philo believes that marriage is natural and good, he can still present the 
Therapeutae and Essenes as examples of a high standing Jewish morale, in part because of 
their rejection of married life. 

The same dissolution of the family in relation to property can be seen as the 
background for not keeping slaves. According to Josephus, as we have seen, slaves bring 
injustice and keep the members from taking care of each other’s needs. Philo gives a more 
fundamental reason for rejecting slavery, arguably the most moral rejection of slavery to be 
found in ancient literature:105  

Not a single slave is to be found among them, but all are free (dou/loj te par’ 
auvtoi/j ouvde. ei-j evsti,n avll’ evleu,qeroi pa,ntej), exchanging services with each 
other and they denounce the owners of slaves, not merely for their injustice in 
outraging the law of equality, but also for their impiety in annulling the statute of 
Nature, who, mother-like, has born and reared all men alike, and created them 
genuine brothers, not in mere name but in very reality (kataginw,skousi te tw/n 
despotw/n ouv mo,non wj̀ avdikwn ivso,thta lumainome,nwn avlla. kai. wj̀ avsebw/n 
qesmo.n fu,sewj avnairou,ntwn h] pa,ntaj òmoi,wj gennh,sasa kai qreyame,nh mhtro.j 
di,khn avdelfou.j gnhsi,ouj ouv legome,nouj avll o;ntaj o;ntwj avpeirga,sato), though 
this kinship has been put to confusion by the triumph of malignant covetousness, 
which has wrought estrangement instead of affinity and enmity instead of 
friendship. (Philo, That Every Good Man Is Free 79)  

Philo attributes to the Essenes a radical criticism of slavery: slave owners violate the law of 
equality and disregard the fact that nature has created all people as brothers. This in no way 
reflects Philo’s general thought on slavery, which is quite conventional, urging masters to 
treat their slaves well, but not questioning slavery as such. Again we encounter the term 
brother, here to denote the principle equality created by nature, which stands in contrast to 
the practice of slavery. Because they do not have slaves, the Essenes are free to serve each 
other. 

Philo ascribes a criticism of slavery to the Therapeutae as well: 

They do not have slaves (avndrapo,dwn) to wait on them, as they consider that the 
ownership of servants is against nature (para. fu,sin). For nature has borne all 
men to be free, but the wrongful and covetous acts of some who pursued that 
source of evil, inequality, have imposed their yoke, and invested the stronger 
with power over the weaker (h̀ me.n ga.r evleuqe,rouj a[pantaj gege,nnhken aì de, 
tinwn avdiki,ai kai. pleonexi,ai zhlwsa,ntwn th.n avrce,kakon avniso,thta 
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 A similar conviction is cited with approval of the Indians by Diodorus Siculus: ‘As for the customs of the 
Indians which are peculiar to them, a man may consider one which was drawn up by their ancient wise men to 
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persons, and yet to establish inequalities in social intercourse’ (Diodorus Siculus, 2.39.5). 
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katazeu,xasai to. evpi. toi/j avsqeneste,roij kra,toj toi/j dunatwte,roij avnh/yan).  
(Philo, On the Contemplative Life 70) 

For Philo, apparently, the ideal philosophical life implied a rejection of slavery. As we saw 
above, and will return to in chapter III when discussing ‘slave-free’, Philo can discuss slaves 
in the context of the household as belonging to an inferior class, and in need of being ruled 
in the right way. It is only in relation to the communities of the Therapeutae and the Essenes 
that Philo voices these critiques of slavery.106 The practical objection seems to be for both 
groups that having slaves stands in the way of members sharing all things and serving each 
other. We can conclude that both having slaves and having wives was seen by these authors 
as an obstacle to the ideal relationships between members of the group. Philo and Josephus 
thus confirm the observation of Moses Finley quoted at the beginning of section 3, that in 
ancient thought, an ideal way of life required an end to property and to sexual desire, as the 
two main causes of strife and the major threats to harmony. Yet they also contradict the 
notion that ancient ideal communities would necessarily be hierarchical. Rather, for the 
Essenes to be able to live their life of simplicity and mutuality required a degree of equality 
between the members, in the descriptions of Philo and Josephus. According to them, having 
an all-male group that had goods in common, and did not have the hierarchical relationships 
between husband and wife and master and slave, provided the best starting point for such 
an ideal communal life.  

3.3 Eschatological Ideals: The Sibylline Oracles and Diogenes of 
Oenoanda  

The ideal of the absence of hierarchy and a unified humanity that we have seen in authors 
such as Plutarch, Philo and Josephus could not only be presented as something of the past, 
or of a distinct group in the present, but could also be imagined as a magnificent future. In 
this section we will look at two such eschatological prophecies, the first found in book 2 of 
the Sibylline Oracles and the other in the inscription put up by the Epicurean philosopher 
Diogenes of Oenoanda.  

3.3.1 The Golden Age in Jewish Eschatology 
The collection of books known as the Sibylline Oracles has a long and complicated history 
and contains Greek, Jewish, as well as Christian material.107 Little is known of the original 
Greek prophetess who was known as Sibyl, but from the Roman period onwards, many 
references are made to Sibylline oracles as a source for understanding the will of the gods. A 
collection of Sibylline books was apparently stored at the temple of Jupiter in Rome, 
although this has not survived.108  
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 Caroline Murphy explains this apparent contradiction in Philo’s attitude towards slavery by suggesting that 
his criticism is actually aimed at the sexual use of male slaves by men (Wealth in the Dead Sea Scrolls & in the 
Qumran Community (Leiden: Brill 2002), 415).  
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 For an explanation of the context of the Sibylline Oracles, see John J. Collins, The Sibylline Oracles of 
Egyptian Judaism (Missoula: Society of Biblical Literature, 1972) 1-19; also Lightfoot, The Sibylline Oracles, 3-
23; Waßmuth, Sibyllinische Orakel 1-2, 25-35; Buitenwerf, Book III of the Sibylline Oracles, 92-123 . 
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 See Buitenwerf, Book III of the Sibylline Oracles, 92-123.  
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Of the twelve extant books of Oracles, which can be labelled Judeo-Christian, the 
two books that are relevant to this study are books 2 and 3.109 Both books 1-2 together, and 
book 3 contain a description of the history of the world, told from creation to the end of 
time. Book 3 is generally seen as the oldest of the Sibylline books and is dated to the 1st 
century BCE. It contains Greek and Jewish material without Christian redaction.110 Books 1-
2, which together constitute one work, have a more complicated history. Parts of the text 
are seen as dependent on the Apocalypse of Peter, which dates from the middle of the 
second century. Yet an older Jewish layer, the structure of which is broken up by Christian 
redaction, is often seen as lying behind the text.111 

In his recent commentary on books 1 and 2, Olaf Waßmuth comes to the conclusion 
that the eschatological vision which we will examine here is part of the oldest, pre-Christian 
layer, which dates from the late first or early second century CE.112 The author of this base-
layer (‘Grundschrift’) uses the Greek idea of a Golden Age as his Leitmotiv, which comes 
through at various points in the book (1.65-86; 1.283-306; 2.313-338).113 In the final vision 
of the end-time in book 2, the Golden Age is described in full. It will be a time of abundance, 
when food will grow without labour, and all will live together, sharing all goods: 

The earth belongs equally to all (gai/a d’ i;sh pa,ntwn), undivided by walls or 
fences (ouv tei,cesin ouv perifragmoi/j diamerizome,nh). It will bear abundant fruits 
spontaneously. Lives will be in common and wealth will have no division (koinoi, 
te bi,oi kai. plou/toj a;moiroj). For there will be no poor man there, no rich, and 
no tyrant, no slave (ouv ga.r ptwco.j evkei/( ouv plou,sioj( ouvde. tu,rannoj( ouv dou/loj); 
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 On the Judeo-Christian nature of the books, see Lightfoot, The Sibylline Oracles, viii. 
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 Rieuwerd Buitenwerf bases his conclusion that the work is most likely of Jewish origin on the importance in 
it of the Temple and the law of Moses (e.g., in Sibylline Oracles 3.328-329; 564-565; 248-264, see Buitenwerf, 
Book III of the Sibylline Oracles, 126-127).  
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 In his recent commentary, Olaf Waßmuth confirms the idea that the text is made up of a Jewish 
‘Grundschrift’ that was substantially redacted. He bases this on the fact that while the sophisticated 
construction of the original can still be recognised, it is also evident that the structure has been disturbed to 
incorporate traditions about Jesus in a way that is both deliberately and clumsy (‘mutwillig und plump’) 
(Waßmuth, Sibyllinische Orakel 1-2, 465). He then makes a careful analysis of this Jewish layer, and assigns 
passages to it with varying degrees of certainty (Waßmuth, Sibyllinische Orakel 1-2, 471). Jane Lightfoot is 
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the composition, allowing this to illustrate the ‘frequent indistinguishability of Jewish and early Christian 
writings’ (Lightfoot, The Sibylline Oracles, 104). That this eschatological prophecy is relevant to Paul, in spite of 
its occurrence in a later work that shows signs of Christian redaction, can be argued particularly on the basis of 
its close affinity with the prophecies in book 3 of the Sibyllines, with which it shares the theme of the Golden 
Age. Given the absence of any Christian redaction in this prophecy, much less of Pauline influence, it testifies 
to an independent early Jewish understanding of the end time.    
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 Waßmuth, Sibyllinische Orakel 1-2, 443, 487. Paul Trebilco dates the Jewish substratum of book 2 to 
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note that in book 2 ‘the eschatological passages are probably substantially Jewish’ (Jewish Communities in Asia 
Minor (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 1991), 95). Jane Lightfoot’s views on the passage seem 
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 See Waßmuth’s comparison between books 1-2 and Hesiod (Sibyllinische Orakel 1-2, 164-169). 
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no one will be either great or small anymore, there will be no kings, and no 
leaders: all are equal there (koinh/| d’ a[ma pa,ntej). (…) No spring, no summer, no 
winter, no autumn, no marriage, no death, no selling, no buying (ouv ga,mon( ouv 
qa,naton( ouv pra,seij( oud’ avgorasmou,j), no sunset, no sunrise: because he will 
make one great day. (Sibylline Oracles 2. 319-329)114  

After an elaborate description of the various punishments that await sinners, in the 
preceding chapters, attention turns in this passage to the rewards of the pious: a utopian 
future, a time of plenty when all things will be in common. The many different pairs 
mentioned here connect an end to cosmic differences, ‘no sunset, no sunrise’, to an end to 
property and social difference, ‘no tyrant, no slave’.115 Both in this connection between the 
cosmic and the social, and in the choice of pairs, the eschatological ideas expressed in this 
passage have much in common with Paul’s.116 The reference to ‘no slave’ (ouv dou/loj), is 
similar to Paul’s formula in Galatians, although the opposite category is not ‘free’, but 
‘tyrant’. The pairs ‘no marriage, no death, no buying no selling’ are strongly reminiscent of 
Paul’s eschatological statements in 1 Corinthians 7, even if he does not use these exact 
pairs. In chapter 7 of his first letter to the Corinthians, a chapter which reflects the 
connection between the three pairs, Paul explains the implications of the impending end: 

I mean, brothers, that the appointed time has grown short; from now on, let 
those who have wives be as though they had none (oì e;contej gunai/kaj wj̀ mh. 
e;contej w=sin), and those who mourn as though they were not mourning, and 
those who rejoice as though they were not rejoicing, and those who buy as 
though they had no possessions (oì avgora,zontej wj̀ mh. kate,contej), and those 
who deal with the world as though they had no dealings with it. For the present 
form of this world is passing away. (1 Corinthians 7:29-31) 

That marriage is no longer of great importance is one of the main points that Paul makes in 
this part of the letter, as we will see in our discussion of the pair male-female in Chapter IV. 
Marriage is not a sin, but someone who is unmarried can devote him or herself without 
distraction to what really matters: the things of the Lord (1 Corinthians 7:32-34). Like Paul, 
this prophecy in the Sibylline Oracles connects marriage to property and sees both as 
belonging to the old world; they are not part of the new day that will come.  

The pairs ‘slave-free’ and ‘male-female’ are thus part of the eschatological unity 
portrayed in the Sibylline Oracle. While there is no direct reference to Jew and gentile here, 
it is likely that the phrase ‘undivided by walls or fences’ is a reference to ending the 
boundaries and laws between different peoples, as we will see in the next chapter.  

As noted above, this prophecy of the Sibyl seems to be influenced by descriptions of 
the Golden Age, especially in the idea of the earth bearing fruit automatically (auvtoma,th 
3.321). A similar idea seems to be present in one of the eschatological descriptions in book 
3: 
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 Translation my own, based on the translations of Waßmuth and Lightfoot. 
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 ‘Die Pointe ist auf sozialer Ebene das Ende von Besitz und Herrschaft, auf kosmischer die Aufhebung aller 
Zeit in “einem großen Tag”’ (Waßmuth, Sibyllinische Orakel 1-2, 442). 
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 John Dominic Crossan and Jonathan L. Reed describe the apocalyptic vision in this text as a ‘radical 
egalitarianism’, which helps to understand Paul’s ‘radical egalitarianism in Christ’ (Crossan and Reed, In Search 
of Paul, 233-234; see also Crossan, God and Empire, 159-160).  
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When this predetermined day comes to an end, the judgement of the immortal 
God comes upon the mortals; a great judgement and reign will come upon the 
people. For the earth, mother of all, will give the mortals excellent fruits in 
abundance, consisting of grain, wine, and olive oil. (it will give) a delicious drink of 
sweet honey from heaven, trees, the fruit of fruit-trees, and fat sheep, cows, 
lambs of sheep, and kids of goats. It will break open sweet sources of white milk. 
The cities and the rich fields will be full of good things. And there will be no sword 
and no cry of battle on earth (ouvde. ma,caira kata. cqono.j ouvde. kudoimo,j). And the 
earth will no longer be shaken while groaning deeply. There will no longer be war 
or drought on earth, no famine, (ouv po,lemoj ouvd’ au=te kata. cqono.j auvcmo.j e;t’ 
e;stai) and no hail will damage fruits. Instead, there will be great peace on the 
entire earth (eivrh,nh mega,lh kata. gai/an a[pasan). (Sibylline Oracles 3.741-755) 

The abundance of the earth is described in lavish terms and the suggestion seems to be that 
no human effort is required in the production of food.117 As this passage confirms, there 
appears to have been an interesting process of exchange in this period between 
eschatological prophecy, the tradition of the Golden Age and thought on utopian or ideal 
communities. While abundance was an important theme in the original Greek legends about 
the golden age or the Elysian Fields, found in Homer, Hesiod, and other poets, the notion of 
shared wealth, or the absence of property, which occurs in the prophecy of book 2 cited 
above, was not part of this tradition.118 According to Andrew Wallace-Hadrill, only in the 
reinterpretation of these Golden Age myths by Augustan poets did the absence of laws and 
of private property, two notions that were absent in the Greek tradition, become 
standard.119 The eschatological prophecy in book 2 of the Sibylline Oracles seems to owe 
much to this Roman ‘communist’ ideal. Along with the absence of fences and the sharing of 
goods, the absence of slaves was also seen as a distinctive feature of the ideal past, as we 
will see in our discussion of the second pair, slave-free.120  

A further innovation of these Augustan poets according to Wallace-Hadrill, one that 
originated with Virgil, was the idea that the Golden Age was not only in the past, but would 
someday return.121 For this notion of a return of the Golden Age, Virgil is thought to be 
dependent on influence of Jewish eschatological expectations, more specifically those found 
in book 3 of the Sibylline Oracles.122 It seems possible therefore, that there was a fascinating 
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process of cross-fertilisation going on between the Sibylline Oracles and Roman thought, 
resulting in a joint expectation that there would come a time of peace and prosperity, when 
people would share their goods and live without divisions or laws.   
 The eschatological prophecies in books 2 and 3 of the Sibylline Oracles also highlight 
another feature that seems especially pertinent for Paul. Both texts predominantly use 
negations to describe the end time, something Paul also does in the formula, as well as in 
the passage from 1 Corinthians quoted above.123 The fact that in spite of the overlap 
between certain subjects, there are also substantial differences in the topic that are 
referred to in these eschatological texts, suggests that negations were felt to be an 
appropriate way of expressing something about the end time, irrespective of the specific 
categories or the terms in which the end time was described.  

3.3.2 An Epicurean Golden Age in Oenoanda 
That expectations about a coming ideal age were alive in the first centuries CE is confirmed 
by a very different source, an Epicurean inscription from the city of Oenoanda in Asia Minor 
probably dating from the beginning of the second century. This unusually large inscription 
was set up by a man called Diogenes, who identifies himself in it as ‘almost on the verge of 
departure from the world on account of old age’. Because he feels that the majority of 
people suffer from spiritual illness, Diogenes takes it upon himself before his death to set up 
an inscription ‘to advertise publicly the medicines that bring salvation’.124 Diogenes aims his 
message at a wide audience of ‘generations to come (for they too belong to us, though they 
are still unborn)’ and also ‘the foreigners who come here’. 125 His ‘medicine’ has, at least in 
part, a recognisably Epicurean flavour: virtue is not an end in itself, but is a means to 

                                                                                                                                                                     
the Sibylline Oracles influenced Virgil is explicitly rejected in the two recent commentaries on book 1-2 and 3 
of the Oracles. Olaf Waßmuth calls the idea of Jewish influence on Virgil ‘unwahrscheinlich’ and believes the 
idea of a return of the Golden Age could be drawn ‘ohne größere Probleme’ by combining existing notions of 
such an age in the past, with the that of the periods of history (Waßmuth, Sibyllinische Orakel 1-2, 167-168). 
Rieuwerd Buitenwerf sees no reason to assume that Virgil knew and used Sibylline Oracles 3, since ‘the 
similarities do not suffice to prove any such dependence’ (Book III of the Sibylline Oracles, 292, nt. 137). 
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 Similar negations can be found in 2 Baruch (late 1
st

 century CE): ‘And no one shall again die untimely, Nor 
shall any adversity suddenly befall. And judgments, and abusive talk, and contentions, and revenges, And 
blood, and passions, and envy, and hatred, And whatsoever things are like these shall go into condemnation 
when they are removed. For it is these very things which have filled this world with evils, And on account of 
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to the LORD. When evening comes, there will be light (Zechariah 14:7). 
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use of ‘salvation’ (swthri,a) and the description of Epicurus as a ‘herald’ (kh/rux) and observes that ‘we do not 
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 Diogenes’ self-description and his goals in putting up the inscription are explained in Fragment 3. On 
Diogenes’ cosmopolitanism, see Pamela Gordon, Epicurus in Lycia: The Second-Century World of Diogenes of 
Oenoanda (Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press 1996) 32-33. 
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happiness, and pleasure is the best way of life (Fragment 32). Diogenes also proclaims a 
message of hope for the future and the coming of a Golden Age: 

then truly the life of the gods will pass to human beings. For all things will be full 
of justice and mutual love, and there will be no need of fortifications or laws and 
all the things which we contrive on account of one another (dikaiosu,nhj ga.r 
e;stai mesta. pa,nta kai. filallhli,aj, kai. ouv genh,setai teicw/n h; no,mwn crei,a 
kai. pa,ntwn o[sa di v avllh,louj skeuwrou,meqa). As for the necessities derived from 
agriculture, as we shall have no [slaves then], for indeed we [ourselves shall plow] 
and dig and tend [the plants] and [divert] rivers (…)(peri. de. tw/n avpo. gewrgi,aj 
avnankai,wn, ẁj ouvk evsome,nwn h̀m[ei/n to,te dou,lwn# kai. ga.r av[ro,somen auvtoi.# kai. 
ska,yo[men( kai. tw/n fu#tw/n evpimel[hso,meqa#( kai. potamo[u.j paratre,#yomen). 
(Diogenes of Oenoanda, Fragment 56)126 

The Golden Age envisaged by Diogenes bears a striking resemblance to those discussed 
above. It is a time when there will be no laws or barriers, but only justice and mutual love. 
For Diogenes, part of the idealised future will be the absence of slaves; ‘we’ will not have 
slaves, since everyone will work on the land together.127 The absence of slaves is thus a 
common notion in several descriptions of the Golden Age from the early Empire, one which 
will be explored in more detail in chapter III.  

Diogenes explicitly addressed his message not only to the residents of the city, but to 
foreigners as well:  

and we contrived this in order that, even while sitting at home, we might be able 
to exhibit the goods of philosophy, not to all people here indeed, but to those of 
them who are civil-spoken; and not least we did this for those who are called 
"foreigners," though they are not really so (dia. tou.j kaloume,nouj me.n xe,nouj ouvv 
mh,n ge o;ntaj). For, while the various segments of the earth give different people 
a different country, the whole compass of this world gives all people a single 
country, the entire earth, and a single home, the world. (Excerpt from Diogenes 
of Oenoanda, Fragment 30) 

Just as barbarians were not always barbarians according to Plutarch, Diogenes believes that 
foreigners are wrongly called foreigners. The world may seem divided, but is in fact one 
single home. Diogenes expresses this cosmopolitism with the use of a familiar pair of 
opposites:  

I say both now and always, shouting out loudly to all Greeks and non-Greeks         
( [Ellhsi k[ai.] barba,roij) that pleasure is the end of the best mode of life, while 
the virtues, which are inopportunely messed about by these people (being 
transferred from the place of the means to that of the end), are in no way an end, 
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but the means to the end. Let us therefore now state that this is true, making it 
our starting-point. (Excerpt from Diogenes of Oenoanda, Fragment 32) 

Diogenes’ Epicurean message about pleasure was intended for the whole world. He 
promoted an openness that was ‘unprecedented in the history of Epicureanism’, but which 
shares the cosmopolitan outlook of his contemporaries.128 The cosmopolitan mood in the 
first centuries will be explored in more detail in the next chapter, when examining the pair 
‘Jew-Greek’.  

4 A Shared Ideal: Paul’s Thought in Context 

We can now make some overall observations on the conversations in which the pairs 
mentioned by Paul occur in his time. As we have seen, social difference could be thought of 
in terms of pairs of opposites, including those that occur in Paul’s formula. The proper 
hierarchy between the husband, master and father on the one hand, and the wife, slaves 
and children on the other was a topos that concerned many authors; a topos that was no 
doubt familiar to Paul and his audience. The importance of these differences could be 
expressed as a prayer of thanksgiving, or a perhaps as slogan, emphasising the social 
superiority of some over others. 

The ideals of unity that we encountered in this chapter reflect a society or 
community that is based on the opposite of these hierarchical relationships. In the Sibylline 
Oracles, it is said that the earth will belong equally to all (gai/a d’ i;sh pa,ntwn), without walls 
or fences. A similar idea can be found in Plutarch where he describes Zeno’s Republic as a 
place where all people do not live differentiated by their rules of justice in separate cities 
and communities, but should live as a herd that shares a common field (On the Fortune 
329A-B). Diogenes of Oenoanda envisions a time that will be full of justice and mutual love, 
when there will be no need for fortifications or laws (Fragment 56). The notion of equality 
expressed in all these sources is one of sharing on an equal basis or of the absence of 
divisions between people.  

The connection between harmony and equality is also made in Iambulus, who 
attributes the lack of discord among the islanders to the fact that they love all children 
equally (evp’ i;shj avgapa/n). This is made possible by the fact that they do not marry, have 
‘women in common’ and do not know about any child who its parents are. According to 
Plato, Philo and Josephus, having possessions, having wives, children, and family, are all 
factors that encourage trouble and strife and impair social harmony because they stand in 
the way of equal relationships.129 Even in the case of Philo, who uses the terms equality and 
inequality in relation to slaves and slavery, the question seems not so much the status of 
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slaves as persons.130 Rather, it is the relationship between ‘all men’, who are all created as 
brothers, not only metaphorically, but in reality. It is this kinship, this brotherhood which is 
disturbed by slavery, a kinship defined by Philo in terms of affinity and friendship.131 

In these ancient constructions, therefore, unity and equality can be seen as a 
consequence of not knowing who your parents, or your children are. It can result from living 
together in a group of only unmarried men, or unmarried men and women living separately, 
having left their families behind. Only without family connections to divide them can people 
be described as living together as equals and having all things in common. In this sense the 
ancient notion of equality is clearly different from modern ones. Similarly, the unusual 
attitudes towards family and slavery in some of the sources cannot be taken as an indication 
of the equality of slaves and women to free men. There is little to indicate that the 
dissolution of marriage, which was essential in doing away with family, in any sense created 
equality between men and women, as is sometimes assumed. The focus in the sources 
about the ideal community, as in the prayers of thanksgiving and discussions of household 
management, is on the position of the free man. To live without marriage, to not have 
wives, was to live in freedom (meta. avdei,aj zh/n, Strabo 7.3.3). It is an ideal that can be 
summed up as ‘women and goods in common’, ‘only free men’ or ‘free men and aged 
virgins’ in the case of the Therapeutae. Even in Plato’s Republic, where men and women 
receive the same education and perform the same tasks, their equality in this respect is 
based on the fundamental inferiority of women, as we saw above. 

Nor is the absence of slaves or even the rejection of slavery to do with their equality 
as human beings. The ancient ideal community was not imagined to be a place where there 
would be slaves in abundance to do all the work, but one where there was no need for 
slaves, and all could live a simple life together. There is no sense in any of the sources that 
to achieve this situation, slaves will be freed, or that their lives will improve somehow; there 
is only the notion that an ideal community would not require slavery. The ancient ideal 
community was thus focussed on homogeneity of interest, and an absence of the causes of 
strife. This could be achieved is by dissolving hierarchical family connections. 

As we have seen, the tradition about utopian or ideal communities existed in various 
forms over centuries, but the theme ‘no slaves, no marriage’ finds its strongest expression in 
Jewish sources of the first or early second century: in Philo, Josephus and the Sibylline 
Oracles 2. It is unlikely that Paul knew these sources; we have no indication that Paul was 
familiar with the writings of Philo, and Josephus, and possibly the prophecy from the 
Sibylline Oracles 2 as well, dates after his lifetime. What I would suggest is that these 
independent sources testify to an ideal that was present in contemporary Jewish thought; 
an ideal of an alternative way of living, different from society as it was commonly organised. 
In the Sibylline Oracles, this way of living is connected to the end time and will become a 
reality only then, and only for those who deserve to be part of it.  

4.1 When the Ideal Meets the Real 

This chapter has shown that there was a broad tradition about an ideal way of life, which 
could be expressed in different ways, with different emphases, but certain common 
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characteristics. As the prophecy of book 2 of the Sibylline Oracles shows, some Jewish 
eschatological expectations fit within this tradition; they expressed hope for an end time 
that had much in common with other Jewish and non-Jewish ideals about society. The end 
of time could be envisioned as an end to differences; differences between the seasons, 
between day and night, and differences between people as well. According to the Sibyl, 
there will be no rich and poor, no slave and tyrant, and all will be equal. No more new 
generations will be formed, because there will be no marriage and no death. The end time is 
portrayed as an age that will end not only cosmic opposites, but social opposites as well.  

Nor is this type of eschatological expectation limited to Jewish sources. The 
inscription of Diogenes of Oenoanda expects a time when ‘the life of the gods will pass to 
human beings’, when there will be justice and love. No barriers will divide people and there 
will be no slaves, because the work on the land will be shared. The same connection 
between the eschatological and the social can be seen in Paul’s different statements about 
Christ. Believers participate in Christ’s death through baptism, and become part of the new 
creation; they escape from the present age of sin and death. Through baptism they also 
come to be part of the body of Christ, which connects different believers to each other.  

Like the sources on ideal communities, Paul’s letters are focussed on harmony and 
preventing conflict, and emphasise the importance of reciprocal relationships. The same 
concern for unity, egalitarian relationships, and the same emphasis on brotherhood and 
mutuality that are evident in Philo and Josephus and in a way also in Plato, can be seen in 
Paul. He encourages the members of the community to ‘be slaves of each other’ (Galatians 
5,13) and to ‘be devoted to one another in brotherly love’ (Romans 12,10, see also Romans 
14,9; 15,7; Galatians 6,2; Philippians 2,3; 1 Thessalonians 4,9; 5,15). The notion of shared 
goods is not reflected in Paul’s letters, even though it is taken up in the descriptions of other 
early Christian groups (Acts 5:1-11).132 Paul does suggest that difference in wealth should 
not create difference within the community, when he instructs the wealthier members of 
the community not to despise ‘those who have not’, and that having possessions is 
something that belongs to the old world, not the new creation (1 Corinthians 11,18-22; 1 
Corinthians 7,30). 

If Paul shared the ancient ideal of mutual service and a community of brothers who 
do not place themselves over each other, then it seems possible that for him too, family, 
slavery and marriage presented obstacles to this ethic of mutuality. The three pairs 
connected by Paul in his statement in Galatians suggest that he sees the community in 
Christ within this framework of the ancient ideal community. By linking ‘neither Jew nor 
Greek’, to ‘neither slave nor free, nor male and female’ Paul calls up an image of ethnic 
unity connected to the ideal of unity in a community that rejects the family. Both, as we 
have seen, were present in contemporary thought.  

Looking at Paul’s statement in the context of ancient ideals gives a clearer picture of 
what he is trying to do. In declaring that ‘in Christ’ there is neither Jew nor Greek, neither 
slave nor free, nor male and female, Paul describes the end time, and the end-time 
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communities created by him, in terms that would make sense to his contemporaries. The 
ideal way of life, in which there are no divisions between people, no divided loyalties, and 
thus none of the conflict that results from such divisions, has arrived for those who accept 
his message.  

It is not my intention to suggest here that when Paul set out on the road to Galatia, 
or Ephesus, or Corinth, he was setting out to create a utopia in those cities. His primary goal 
was not to design or realise an ideal society. But when he was thinking through the shape of 
the end time as he experienced it, and was faced with the task of creating communities, he 
drew on the types of ideals that were current in contemporary thought, both Jewish and 
Greco-Roman. What sets Paul apart is that he was not engaged in a rhetorical depiction of 
such a community, but was actively trying to create it. Paul’s vision of the community can be 
seen as a form of utopianism; one which does not confine itself to a description of an ideal, 
but that tries to establish that ideal in the real world. According to a recent definition, 
utopianism ‘is best understood as a process of social dreaming that unleashes and informs 
efforts to make the world a better place, not to the letter of a plan but to the spirit of an 
open-ended process.’133  

While the authors of this definition may not have been aware that they were 
borrowing the evocative contrast of letter and spirit from Paul, they were right to establish a 
connection between his thought and the creation of an ideal. Paul does not have an exact 
blueprint of the utopian community, but has to work his way through a series of problems 
that arise when he tries to implement his ideas about eschatological unity. Paul has to deal 
with the reality of the ancient city as it is, as a place in which his audience continues to live. 
There is not the absolute and abstract construction of an ideal that we see in other sources. 
Compared to the communities that are described in the sources above, the groups that 
come out in Paul’s letters seem somewhat less ideal, and more untidy.  

Paul’s statement was thus an expression of an ideal of eschatological unity that had 
much in common with contemporary conceptions of ideal communities. In the subsequent 
chapters of this study, we will see what happens when we apply this idea to each of the 
three pairs; whether we can indeed understand his ideas about ‘Jew-Greek’, ‘slave-free’ and 
‘male-female’ to be part of the contemporary conversation on what would be an ideal way 
of life. 
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Chapter II  

Neither Jew nor Greek: Eschatological Gentiles and 
Jewish Cosmopolitanism 

Introduction 

Of the three pairs in the Galatian formula, the first, Jew and Greek, features most 
prominently in Paul’s letters; the position of Jews and non-Jews is an important theme that 
comes up again and again. Paul argues passionately that non-Jews can become children of 
Abraham, can be fully accepted by the ‘living and true God’, and worship this God in one 
community with Jews, without following the Jewish law or becoming Jews themselves.  
As is evident in several of his letters, Paul is embroiled in a number of debates about the 
terms on which non-Jews can belong to God and about related issues such as circumcision, 
and the law. He fights these battles with great fervour, using a range of arguments, 
sometimes calling in proof from scripture, other times hitting below the belt. Yet Paul’s 
numerous statements on Jews and gentiles do not allow for any simple reconstruction as to 
how he sees these matters. His thought on these issues continues to be highly debated and 
is still is the focus of much scholarly interest.1  

In this chapter, we will examine passages in Paul’s letters that discuss Jew and 
gentile, and place these against the background of the ‘pre-existing conversation’ on this 
issue, both in Jewish sources that consider the position of gentiles and Jews, as well as in 
other Greco-Roman texts that deal with Greek and barbarian, and a unified human 
community. In doing so, we will build on the insights of chapter I. As we have seen, the 
three pairs mentioned by Paul in his statement about unity in Christ, together suggest that 
the phrase should be understood as an expression of eschatological unity; a unity that has 
much in common with existing ideas about ideal communities and utopias. In Paul’s vision 
of the end time, as in other mythical or philosophical ideal places, times and societies, 
people will belong to one homogeneous community.  

As the previous chapter has shown, such unity could be imagined in numerous ways. 
Ethnic unity is one of the motifs that occur; several contemporary sources emphasise 
harmony among all peoples as part of an ideal community.2 In this chapter, we will see that 
the fundamental connectedness of all people was an important aspect of first-century 
thought in a more general sense.  
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Several Jewish end-time prophecies can be included among such depictions of ‘ethnic unity’. 
Eschatological traditions in Jewish sources show a range of expectations with regard to the 
fate of the non-Jewish nations in the end time. While some predict the annihilation of 
gentiles, others expect a more positive fate. These latter traditions foresee a fundamental 
change on the part of gentiles, who will leave their traditional gods behind and turn to the 
God of Israel, to worship him. This will lead to their redemption and to God’s rule over all 
peoples.3 It is this type of eschatological expectation that can plausibly be seen to form the 
background for Paul’s ideas about Jews and gentiles.4 Since the contextual approach in our 
examination of the baptismal formula as a whole in the first chapter resulted in a 
recognition of its eschatological background and its connection to contemporary ideals of 
unity, it seems likely that this type of end-time tradition is relevant for understanding Paul. 

Of course, it has long been acknowledged that Paul should be seen as an apocalyptic 
thinker. He expected the return of Christ, a cosmic judgement and the definitive end of the 
present age, and expected all of these things to take place during his lifetime. The 
importance of eschatology for Paul’s ideas about Jew and non-Jew however, is not always 
recognised. Yet it is probable that there is a direct link between Paul’s conviction that the 
end time has arrived and his notion that non-Jews can now belong to God, together with 
Jews. As he writes to the Thessalonians, ‘you turned to God from idols, to serve a living and 
true God (evpestre,yate pro.j to.n qeo.n avpo. tw/n eivdw,lwn douleu,ein qew/| zw/nti kai. avlhqinw/|), 
and to wait for his son from heaven, whom he raised from the dead—Jesus, who rescues us 
from the wrath that is coming (1 Thessalonians 1:9-10).  

As we will see in this chapter, when set alongside existing traditions, however, Paul 
brings certain novel elements to the idea of gentile inclusion. He reconfigures not only the 
position of gentiles, but that of Jews as well. Unlike any other source discussing 
eschatological ethnic unity, Paul seems to deny the difference between Jews and non-Jews; 
phrases such as ‘there is neither Jew nor Greek’ (Galatians 3:28), ‘there is no difference 
between Jew and Gentile—the same Lord is Lord of all’ (Romans 10:12) have no parallel in 
other sources that deal with the end-time inclusion of the nations. We will explore whether 
Paul’s view of gentile inclusion, and his denials of ethnic difference, can be further clarified 
by looking at the wider contemporary conversation on ethnic difference and unity. 
In this exploration, we will see how Paul’s ideas concur with the tradition of gentile 
eschatological inclusion, and how they differ from it as well. It is important to realise that a 
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certain degree of difference is to be expected, given Paul’s specific situation. Other Jews 
who describe the position of gentiles in the end time are portraying a, more or less distant, 
utopian future. Eschatological gentiles, those of the nations who would be accepted by God 
in the end, were a theoretical category; none of the authors of these texts had ever met an 
eschatological gentile. For Paul, however, this utopian ideal of gentiles accepting Israel’s 
God is a daily reality. Eschatological gentiles are people with whom he eats and worships. 
The details of their status in relation to God and to Jews are thus relevant for him to an 
unprecedented degree.  

We should not assume that the eschatological expectations prevalent in Paul’s time 
presented him with a clear blue print, providing all the details he may have needed. The 
tradition of gentile eschatological inclusion was at the same time more diverse and less 
specific than is sometimes acknowledged.5 We should thus allow for a reasonable measure 
of creativity on the part of Paul. The process of seeing as a reality what up until then had 
only been a longed for vision of the future, required him to come up with answers to 
questions that had not been asked before. In this issue, as in others, Paul’s thought shows 
both ingenuity and flexibility with regard to tradition. In arguing that there was no 
difference between Jews and gentiles, in claiming that gentiles can be children of Abraham 
and in seeing gentiles and Jews both as the cause for each other’s salvation, Paul displays 
the creativity that enabled him to turn the eschatological ideal of gentile salvation into the 
reality of the Pauline community.  

This chapter starts with a brief overview of recent scholarly views on Paul’s attitude 
towards Jews and gentiles. The notion that Paul reacted to something he felt to be ‘wrong 
with Judaism’, however this was defined, has long dominated research into this question 
(1.1). Recently, however, this view has been challenged in a fundamental way. In the so-
called ‘radical new perspective’, Paul’s message is seen as only aimed at gentiles, not at 
Jews (1.2). It is considered to be motivated not by anything that was wrong with Judaism, 
but rather by the very Jewish concern to be a light to the nations. Some scholars in this 
perspective see gentile eschatological inclusion as the vision driving Paul in his mission to 
the nations. This tradition of gentile end-time salvation is examined in more detail in 
relation to Paul in the following section (1.3) to see how it can be connected to his thought 
on Jew and gentile. In section 2, after a discussion of Paul’s terminology of Jew and non-Jew 
and the concept of ethnicity and identity in recent scholarship (2.1), four important aspects 
of his thought on Jews and non-Jews will be examined: we will begin with Paul’s references 
to his own Jewishness (2.2), then turn to the issues of circumcision (2.3), kinship with 
Abraham (2.4) and finally Paul’s attitude to the law (2.5). All of these aspects will be related 
to expectations about gentile inclusion. In the third and final section, Greco-Roman ideas 
about cosmopolitanism and the connection between all humans and the divine is examined, 
to further fill out contemporary thought on ethnic difference and unity. This will allow us to 
see how Paul’s statements on Jew and Greek contributed to the cultural conversation of his 
time. 
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1 ‘What Was Wrong with Judaism?’ 

I borrow the question ‘What was wrong with Judaism’ from Daniel Boyarin, who uses it as 
the heading for a summary of scholarship in his study A Radical Jew.6 The question serves 
well to illustrate the major change in scholarship since 1994, when Boyarin’s work was 
published. As we will see below, some scholars have recently argued that Paul would 
answer this question with an unequivocal ‘absolutely nothing’.  

For Boyarin himself, the problem facing Paul, and ‘many Jews of late antiquity’ was 
‘to account for the gentiles in God’s plan’. What motivated Paul, according to Boyarin, was a 
concern for the one-ness of humanity. Paul was critical of what Boyarin calls the 
‘ethnocentrism’ of contemporary Jewish culture. The tension within this culture, 
characterised by this ‘narrow ethnocentrism’ on the one hand, and ‘universal monotheism’ 
on the other, motivated Paul to become a cultural critic.7 In Galatians, therefore, Paul 
argues against the notion that one particular people could ever be the children of God, to 
the exclusion of other peoples.8 To underline his claim of unity, according to Boyarin, Paul 
cites ‘the baptismal declaration of the new humanity of no difference’.9 

1.1 The New Perspective: Jewish Nationalism 

Boyarin’s analysis of the problems Paul had with contemporary Jewish culture was 
developed to a large extent from that of the so-called ‘new perspective’. Like many previous 
interpretations, the ‘new perspective’ holds the view that there was indeed something 
wrong with Judaism in Paul’s eyes, but had a different view on what this was. Building on 
the insights of Krister Stendahl and the reconstruction of early Judaism by E.P Sanders, the 
‘new perspective’ on Paul challenged the negative view of Judaism that had been dominant 
in Pauline scholarship.10 According to its main proponent, James Dunn, who coined the term 
‘new perspective’, Paul’s Jewish contemporaries did not believe that they could earn their 
righteousness before God by doing the works of the law, as had been previously thought.11 
Dunn takes up Sanders’ characterisation of the Judaism of Paul’s time as ‘covenantal 
nomism’, in which the law functioned as an identity marker, not as a way of achieving self-
righteousness.12 Paul’s criticism of ‘works of the law’ is thus not a criticism of Judaism as 
such, but rather of a too narrow view of covenant works as Jewish observances, and 
covenant righteousness as national righteousness. Paul objected to circumcision and food 
laws, and Sabbath observance, because these practices served as boundary markers, 
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keeping non-Jews outside God’s covenant.13 According to Dunn, Paul’s criticism of the law is 
directed especially against Jewish interpretations of the law as ‘requiring Israel’s set-
apartness from the Gentiles’.14 Paul’s message is not about gentiles getting in to the 
covenant people, but about breaking down the walls that separated Jew from gentile.  

1.2 The ‘Radical New Perspective’: Nothing Wrong with Judaism 

The newly emerging ‘radical new perspective’ criticises the ‘new perspective’ for still— even 
with its more nuanced view of Judaism — seeing Paul as separate from it, rather than as 
remaining within Jewish tradition throughout his life. This perspective, whose proponents 
include Pamela Eisenbaum and Caroline Johnson Hodge, is built on the central notion that 
Paul was concerned only with the situation of non-Jews, not with Jews or Judaism.15 As 
apostle to the nations, it is argued, Paul did not address Jews, or their position with respect 
to God or the law. Even though Paul may occasionally mention Jews, he always wrote to 
gentiles, about gentile problems.16 The key gentile problem for Paul is identified in the 
‘radical new perspective’ as gentile alienation from the God of Israel. Gentiles are estranged 
from God because they did not accept the knowledge of God that was available to them, 
but collectively rejected God. This is a distinctively gentile problem; only they need to be 
made right with the God of Israel through Christ. The situation of Jews is not an issue for 
Paul, because, according to the ‘radical’ view, they are Abraham’s descendants already, and 
already God’s people. According to this two-covenant hypothesis, as it has been called, 
Paul’s gospel only involved the covenant of the gentiles. 17 While claiming to place Paul 
within a Jewish frame work, the ‘radical new perspective’ thus attributes to Paul a view of 
the messiah that is unique within contemporary Judaism, i.e. a messiah who only has 
implications for gentiles and their standing before God, and not for Jews.  
The idea that Paul is concerned with gentiles only thus determines the reading of Paul in this 
perspective. According to Caroline Johnson Hodge, Paul does not implicitly or explicitly 
criticise Israel or the law. Therefore, ‘instead of viewing Paul as a critic of Judaism and the 
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Misunderstood Apostle’, Review of Biblical Literature [http://www.bookreviews.org] (2010). 
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Law, we can see Paul as engaged in working out how gentiles can be made right with the 
God of Israel in the context of the coming end-time’.18 It is important to note that Johnson 
Hodge seems to exclude the possibility that Paul’s ideas about gentiles and the God of Israel 
could imply a criticism of contemporary Jewish views of gentiles and the law or be seen by 
his contemporaries to do so. She suggests that Paul can work out his solution to the 
problem of gentiles without direct consequences for his attitude towards ‘Judaism’. Reading 
Paul as a first-century Jew, in this view, ‘opens the possibility that he had no critique of 
Judaism but remained fully faithful to the God of Israel and this God's plan for the salvation 
of all peoples’.19 Being a Jew and criticising ‘Judaism’ are thus seen as mutually 
incompatible.  

1.3 What Would Be Right in the End: Eschatological Unity 

While I have several objections to the ‘radical new perspective’ as will become clear below, I 
believe it makes a contribution to our understanding of Paul in highlighting the importance 
of Jewish eschatology. This ties in with the finding of this study, that Paul’s baptismal 
statement, including the pair Jew-Greek, can be understood in the context of eschatological 
and ideal imaginings. In this chapter, I will propose a thoroughly eschatological reading of 
Paul’s thought on Jew and gentile, one that makes sense of his thought within the end-time 
ideas that were prevalent in his day. In this section we will look closer at the eschatological 
expectations current in Paul’s time and see how they help us understand his ideas. As we 
will see, the traditions about gentile eschatological inclusion offer an important clue to one 
of the most fundamental aspects of Paul’s apostleship: his mission to gentiles.  

None of the views summarised above doubts that Paul saw himself as someone with 
a mission to spread the gospel among the nations. But why did Paul believe that he should 
preach to gentiles? Why did he see himself as the apostle to the nations? From his own 
letters the answer is obvious: because of Christ. As Paul puts it in the opening of his letter to 
the Galatians, God ‘was pleased to reveal his Son in me so that I might preach him among 
the gentiles’ (Galatians 1:15-16). In Romans Paul says about Jesus Christ: ‘through him and 
for his name's sake, we received grace and apostleship to call people from among all the 
gentiles’ (Romans 1:4-5). The next question that suggests itself is then: why would there be 
such a direct link between Christ and the nations? This seems to be an important question, 
but it is one that is rarely asked. Pamela Eisenbaum calls this a scholarly blind spot: the 
unquestioned idea that there is an obvious or natural connection between Jesus' death and 
resurrection and the position of gentiles.20 Paul has simply been very successful is his efforts 
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 Johnson Hodge If Sons, Then Heirs, 11 (emphasis in the original). Johnson Hodge sees this as a general 
characteristic of the radical new perspective: ‘in this view, there is no implicit or explicit critique of Israel 
(except that many Ioudaioi do not realise Christ's role for Gentiles) or the Law (except when Gentiles try to 
keep it)’ (Johnson Hodge, If Sons, Then Heirs, 9). 
19

 Johnson Hodge If Sons, Then Heirs, 153. 
20

 Eisenbaum focuses on the role of Christ’s death in this article and asks the question why for Paul it has to be 
seen as a sacrificial death, in order for the gentiles to be included in God’s promises: ‘But, even if one 
accepts—as I do—that that the tradition of the eschatological pilgrimage was a major influence on Paul's 
thought and mission, it explains only the connection between Jesus' resurrection and the outreach to Gentiles; 
it does not account for the significance of his death’ (Eisenbaum, ‘A Remedy for Having Been Born of Woman’, 
672). We have to ask, though, whether even the connection between Jesus’ resurrection and the inclusion of 
gentiles is as straightforward as Eisenbaum assumes.  
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to bring the two together, so successful that the question why they should be connected is 
hardly ever raised.21 

Yet the conceptual link between the messiah and the inclusion of the nations was 
not as obvious as we might assume from Paul.22 Both the messiah and the conversion of the 
nations are connected to the end time, but they are not usually directly linked to each 
other. During the second-temple period, one of the possible ways to describe the end of 
days included the coming of the messiah.23 In light of this belief, it makes sense that Jesus as 
Christ is seen by Paul as the one who marks the coming of the eschatological age: ‘But when 
the fullness of time had come, God sent his Son’ (Galatians 4:4; also 1 Corinthians 15:20-25; 
Romans 5:12-21). However, the role that the messiah plays in relation to gentiles in these 
sources is predominantly one of condemnation, not of inclusion.24 In the Psalms of Solomon 
(1st century BCE), for example, a Davidic messiah destroys the nations, so that no foreigner 
will live beside God’s holy people: 

See, Lord, and raise up for them their king, the son of David, to rule over Israel, 
your servant, in the time which you chose, o God, Undergird him with the 
strength to destroy the unrighteous rulers, to cleanse Jerusalem from gentiles 
who trample her to destruction ( ùpo,zwson auvto.n ivscu.n tou/ qrau/sai a;rcontaj 
avdi,kouj kaqari,sai Ierousalhm avpo evqnw/n katapatou,vtwn evn avpwlei,a|); to drive 
out in wisdom and in righteousness the sinners from the inheritance; to crash the 
arrogance of sinners like a potter's jar; to smash all their substance with an iron 
rod; to destroy the lawless nations with the word of his mouth; to make the 
nations flee from his presence at his threat and to put sinners to shame by the 
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 Several important studies of messianism fail to note that this is one of the extraordinary features of Paul’s 
messiah. John Collins, e.g., lists several exceptional aspects of the messianic claims about Jesus, such as his 
resurrection and his divinity, but does not mention his role with regards to gentiles (John J. Collins, The Scepter 
and the Star: The Messiahs of the Dead Sea scrolls and Other Ancient Literature (New York: Doubleday 1995), 
229-237). Andrew Chester gives a very clear overview of various aspects of Paul’s view of Christ, but again 
does not mention gentiles (‘The Christ of Paul’ in Redemption and Resistance: The Messianic Hopes of Jews and 
Christians in Antiquity, Markus Bockmuehl & James Carleton Paget (eds.), (London: T&T Clark 2007), 109-121). 
Albert Hogeterp notes that compared to other early Jewish texts that quote Isaiah 11:1, the verse ‘is 
interpreted in an entirely different setting by Paul’, who applies it ‘in a setting of gospel mission that extends 
to Gentiles’, but does not extend this analysis any further (Albert L.A. Hogeterp, Expectations of the End: A 
Comparative Traditio-historical Study of Eschatological, Apocalyptic and Messianic Ideas in the Dead Sea Scrolls 
and the New Testament (Leiden: Brill 2009), 459-460. An exception is Matthew Novenson, who observes 
‘Perhaps, then, Pauline interpreters have ventured too far afield in search of the rationale for Paul's mission to 
the Gentiles. If Paul makes more mention of a χριστός than does any other ancient Jewish author, as he in fact 
does, and if he zealously labors to bring pagans into this χριστός movement and to train them in its ways, as he 
in fact does, then perhaps the former phenomenon itself explains the latter.’ (Novenson, ‘The Jewish 
Messiahs’, 357-373). 
22

 Although it is sometimes disputed that Paul saw Jesus as a messiah, several passages in his letters indicate 
that he did so, even apart from his use of the term Christ (e.g., Romans 9:5; 15:12). For a discussion of this 
‘implausible position’, see Andrew Chester, ‘The Christ of Paul’, 110. See also Matthew Novenson, who calls 
Paul ‘an accessory to a messiah’ (‘The Jewish Messiahs’, 373). 
23

 Collins, The Scepter and the Star, 109. 
24

 So, e.g., Psalms of Solomon 7:30, 4 Ezra 13. A possible exception is the priestly messiah in the Testament of 
Levi (18:2-9), under whose priesthood ‘the nations will be illuminated by the grace of the Lord’ and ‘Israel will 
be diminished by her ignorance’. However, this text could well be dependent on earlier Christian 
interpretations of the messiah. Terence Donaldson includes the text as an example of Jewish universalism, but 
believes one has to be open to it being the product of ‘a more thoroughgoing Christian reworking’ (Judaism 
and the Gentiles, 127-129).  
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word of their heart; And he will bring together a holy people whom he will lead in 
righteousness. And he will judge the tribes of the people that have been made 
holy by the Lord their God. He will not permit unrighteousness to pause among 
them any longer, and any man who knows wickedness will not live with them. For 
he will know them that they are all children of their God. He will distribute them 
in their tribes upon the land; the sojourner and the foreigner will no longer dwell 
beside them. He will judge peoples and nations in the wisdom of his 
righteousness Pause. And he will have gentile nations serving him under his yoke 
and he will glorify the Lord in a place visible from the whole earth. And he will 
cleanse Jerusalem to reach a sanctification as she has from the beginning so that 
nations will come from the ends of the earth to see his glory (to. avp᾽ avrch/j 
e;rcetai e;qnh avp᾽ a;krou th/j gh/j ivdei/n th.n do,xan auvtou/), bringing as gifts her 
children who had become quite weak, and to see the glory of the Lord with which 
God has glorified her. And he will be a righteous king over them, taught by God. 
There will be no unrighteousness among them in his days, for all will be holy, and 
their king will be the Lord Messiah (pa,ntej a[gioi kai. basileu.j auvtw/n cristo.j 
kuri,ou). (Psalms of Solomon 17.21-32) 

This warlike messiah will destroy the ‘lawless nations’ and make them flee.25 Yet the 
attitude towards the nations in this passage is not uniformly negative. After Jerusalem has 
been cleansed, the nations are said to come ‘from the ends of the earth’ (to. avp᾽ avrch/j 
e;rcetai e;qnh, 17.30-31) to see the glory of the messiah, who will be their king.26 Paul 
supports his view of Christ as the messiah with the same prophecy from Isaiah (Isaiah 11:10) 
on which the Psalms of Solomon here builds, ‘and again Isaiah says, “The root of Jesse shall 
come, the one who rises to rule the Gentiles; in him the Gentiles shall hope"’ 
(Romans 15:12).27 Yet both authors draw very different conclusions from this prophecy as to 
the role that the messiah will play towards gentiles. 

As the passage from the Psalms of Solomon shows, eschatological traditions in 
Jewish thought include a range of expectations with regard to the place of gentiles in the 
end time, sometimes within one text. Some authors foresee a judgement on all gentiles, and 
the destruction of their gods and temples. Others, however, in addition to or apart from this 
judgement, expect a fundamental change on the part of some or all gentiles, which will lead 
to their redemption and to God’s rule over all peoples. Yet traditions that expect gentiles to 
be a welcome part of God’s people in the end do not generally include the messiah in this 
scenario.28 An example is the case in a prophecy from the third book of the Sibylline Oracles 
(1st century BCE), where the salvation of the nations is portrayed as the direct result of 
God’s actions: 
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 John Collins sees the hope for a Davidic king, formulated with the use of the prophecies in Isaiah 11 and 
Psalm 2, arise especially at the time of the disintegration of Hasmonean rule (The Scepter and the Star: 
Messianism in the Light of the Dead Sea Scrolls (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2010), 57-60.   
26

 Prophecies that non-Jews will be destroyed and predictions foretelling that they will acknowledge God’s 
power and submit to him are sometimes combined in Jewish literature, see Buitenwerf, Book III of the Sibylline 
Oracles, 281, who mentions Isa 2:1-4; Zech 14 along with this passage Psalms of Solomon, in relation to 
Sibylline Oracles 3. 669-714. Here the nations are first destroyed, but then later it is said that all islands and 
cities will acknowledge the power of God. 
27

 See Hogeterp, Expectations of the End, 459-460. 
28

 An example is 4 Ezra, which mentions eschatological redemption for the ‘earth’s inhabitants’ (4 Ezra 6:26), 
while also describing a messiah who condemns the nations (Donaldson, Judaism and the Gentiles, 182-183). 
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But quicken your thoughts in your breasts; evade unlawful cults; worship the 
Living One. Beware of adultery and homosexual intercourse with men. Raise your 
offspring and do not kill it. For the Immortal will be furious at anyone who 
commits these sins. And then he will raise a kingdom forever among all people 
(basilh,ion eivj aivw/naj pa,ntaj evp’ avnqrw,pouj), he who once gave a holy law to the 
pious ones (a[gion no,mon o[j pot’ e;dwken euvsebe,sin). To them all, he has promised 
to open the earth, the world, and the gates of the blessed. (He promised them) 
all sorts of joy, immortal understanding and eternal happiness. From every 
country, incense and gifts will be brought to the temple of the great God. There 
will be no other temple among the people, even among future generations, that 
will be heard of, save the one that God gave to trustful men to honour. (Sibylline 
Oracles 3.762-775)29 

Although an earlier section of this third book of the Sibylline Oracles does mention a king 
who is expected to come and judge ‘each man in blood and beams of fire’ (Sibylline Oracles 
3.286-287), the end-time vision in this passage does not include a messiah. Here, it is God, 
‘the Living One’, ‘the Immortal’ (ò zw/ntoj, avqa,notoj, Sibylline Oracles 3.764, 766), who will 
create a kingdom for all peoples. The expectation that non-Jews will be part of an end time 
that is characterised by peace and abundance occurs several times in book 3 of the 
Oracles.30 In his commentary on this work, Riewerd Buitenwerf notes that in the various 
passages about gentiles in the end time, the suggestion is that after God’s judgement, all 
surviving people will adopt the Jewish religious and ethical practices. The Jewish people, 
however ‘will rule in a righteous way at this time, thereby, bring “great joy” to all other 
human beings’ (me,ga ca,rma brotoi/j pa,ntessi fe,rontej, Sibylline Oracles 3.583).31 
The two themes that are so closely connected in Paul, of gentiles turning to God and the 
coming of a messiah, were thus not firmly linked in Jewish end-time expectations. What the 
two strands have in common is their eschatological nature; the end time is the moment 
when the messiah comes and when gentiles will turn to God. These two expectations about 
the end time seem to have existed as more or less separate traditions, yet in Paul’s thought 
we see them closely connected, the one leading naturally from the other. Different 
expectations about the end time seem to have merged here. While a messiah with a 
positive role with regard to gentiles may be a novelty that is first encountered in Paul, it is 
one that can be understood as a creative reworking of several existing traditions that came 
to be attached to the figure of Christ.32  
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 Translation Buitenwerf, Book III of the Sibylline Oracles, 244. 
30

 For example in 3. 619-622 ‘And then, God will give great joy to mankind. For the earth, the trees, and the 
countless flocks of sheep will give their true fruits to the people, consisting of sweet wine, sweet honey, white 
milk, and grain, the best there is of everything for mortals.’ The same theme occurs in 3. 741-759, as will be 
discussed below. For the motif of abundance of delicious food current in Jewish apocalyptic-eschatological 
tradition see Buitenwerf, Book III of the Sibylline Oracles, 285.  
31

 See Buitenwerf, Book III of the Sibylline Oracles, 260.  
32

 A similar unfamiliar association of two largely unrelated end-time expectations is made with regard to the 
resurrection of the messiah. While some eschatological expectations include both a messiah, as well as a 
resurrection of the dead (e.g., in 4 Ezra 7:29-30; 2 Baruch 30:1), the idea of a risen messiah is uniquely 
developed in Christian thought. The expectation of the general resurrection in the end time is also found in 
Dan 12:1-3 and is a feature of late first-century apocalypses. Collins calls the resurrection ‘the anomaly in the 
messianic claims about Jesus of Nazareth’ (Collins, The Scepter and the Star, 68, 229). 
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A further novelty in Paul is the notion that human effort would be involved in 
encouraging gentiles to abandon their idols and turn to God. There is little to suggest that 
the gentile turn towards God was thought to be the consequence of human actions.33 
Rather, as the sources quoted above indicate, it is the divine restoration of Israel that 
unequivocally reveals to gentiles who God is. God is generally portrayed as the sole agent, 
whose actions in restoring his people to their rightful place brings about a change on the 
part of other peoples. Their acceptance of the God of Israel is in a sense an inevitable 
response to this divine self-revelation. Another example from book 3 of the Sibylline Oracles 
illustrates this: 

And then all the islands and the cities will say how much the Immortal loves those 
men [the sons of God]. For everything succours and helps them, heavens, divinely 
driven sun, and moon. And the earth, mother of all, will be shaken in those days. 
They will produce sweet language from their mouths in the form of hymns: 
‘Come, let us all fall on the ground and pray to the immortal King (deu/te( peso,ntej 
a[pantej evpi. cqoni. lissw,mesqa avqa,naton basilh/a), the great and eternal God. Let 
us send (gifts) to the temple, for he is the sole Ruler! Let us all consider the law of 
the highest God, for it is the most righteous of all laws on earth (no,mon ùyi,stoio 
qeou/ frazw,meqa pa,ntej o[ste dikaio,tatoj pe,letai pa,ntwn kata. gai/an). We have 
strayed from the path of the Immortal, and, with ill-advised mind, revered things 
made by human hands, images and statues of deceased people.’ The souls of the 
faithful men will exclaim the following: ‘Come, let us prostrate ourselves before 
the people of God, the Begetter, with hymns in (his) house’. (Sibylline Oracles 3. 
710-725) 

Gentiles acknowledge that he is indeed the ruler and king, after God reveals himself and 
they see how he supports his own people. This is a recurring theme in end-time 
expectations that foresee a positive development for gentiles, one that is often referred to 
as ‘eschatological pilgrimage’. After seeing Israel restored to its glory, the gentiles go up to 
Jerusalem to honour God.34 Yet it was a theme that did not materialise for Paul, since there 
was no unequivocal revelation of God’s majesty. Paul rather believes that he and others are 
called to bring the news about God’s redemptive act in sending and raising Christ to the rest 
of the world. Although the end time had started in Christ, and the reception of God’s spirit 
on the part of gentiles confirmed their new eschatological status in Paul’s eyes, much of the 
world still looked the same, or at least did not conform to end-time prophecy. God had not 
yet vindicated Israel; the powers of the old era had not yet been dethroned; death was not 
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 An exception is the book of Tobit, which includes an encouragement on the part of Jews to testify about 
God: ‘Acknowledge him before the nations, O children of Israel; for he has scattered you among them. He has 
shown you his greatness even there. Exalt him in the presence of every living being, because he is our Lord and 
he is our God; he is our Father and he is God forever. He will afflict you for your iniquities, but he will again 
show mercy on all of you. He will gather you from all the nations among whom you have been scattered. If you 
turn to him with all your heart and with all your soul, to do what is true before him, then he will turn to you 
and will no longer hide his face from you. So now see what he has done for you; acknowledge him at the top of 
your voice. Bless the Lord of righteousness, and exalt the King of the ages. In the land of my exile I 
acknowledge him, and show his power and majesty to a nation of sinners: “Turn back, you sinners, and do 
what is right before him; perhaps he may look with favor upon you and show you mercy”' (Tobit 13:3-5). In the 
end, though, it is the glorious restoration of Jerusalem which leads to the conversion of gentiles (Tobit 14:5-7). 
34

 For example in Tobit 14:5-7; 1 Enoch 90.33. For an overview of these sources see Donaldson, Paul and the 
Gentiles, 69-74. 
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yet completely overthrown, although for Paul the resurrection of the messiah was the 
beginning of this process. The coming of Christ signalled the end of the present era, but he 
was only the beginning of the end.35 Paul lived in an in-between time, after the coming of 
the messianic age, before the return of Christ.36 In this time, it had become important to 
bring as many people as possible together ‘in Christ’, since it would be those ‘in Christ’, both 
Jew and Greek, who would be saved in the judgement that was still to come.  

In the letter to the Romans Paul gives us the clearest insight into how he viewed the 
course of events leading up to this in-between time, and what he expected to happen next. 
He describes a rather more complicated series of events than that found in the 
eschatological pilgrimage tradition and he appears to show how gentile and Jewish salvation 
are predicated on each other: 

Again I ask: Did they [Israel] stumble so as to fall beyond recovery (mh. e;ptaisan 
i[na pe,swsin)? Not at all! Rather, because of their transgression, salvation has 
come to the gentiles to make Israel envious (tw/| auvtw/n paraptw,mati h̀ swthri,a 
toi/j e;qnesin eivj to. parazhlw/sai auvtou,jÅ). But if their transgression means riches 
for the world, and their loss means riches for the gentiles, how much greater 
riches will their fullness bring! I am talking to you gentiles. Inasmuch as I am the 
apostle to the gentiles (eivmi evgw. evqnw/n avpo,stoloj), I make much of my ministry 
in the hope that I may somehow arouse my own people to envy and save some of 
them (ei; pwj parazhlw,sw mou th.n sa,rka kai. sw,sw tina.j evx auvtw/n). For if their 
rejection is the reconciliation of the world (h̀ avpobolh. auvtw/n katallagh. ko,smou), 
what will their acceptance be but life from the dead? (Romans 11:11-15) 

At first glance, Paul may simply seem to reverse the course of salvation history: it is gentile 
salvation that will lead to Jewish salvation in the end. Paul hopes that his success as apostle 
to the gentiles will spark the envy of Jews and lead to their salvation as well. But gentile 
salvation in turn depends on Israel’s transgression and their rejection by God.37 Ultimately, 
therefore, the salvation of the nations is made possible by Israel: their initial rejection 
opened up the possibility for gentiles to be accepted, and their final salvation, Paul suggests, 
will bring even more good to the world. The salvation of gentiles thus takes a middle 
position; it is both dependent on Israel and has as its goal their envy and restoration. Paul 
portrays his gentile mission here not as an end in itself, but as intended for the good of 
Israel and the whole world.  

Paul elaborates the idea that the possibility for gentiles to be saved depends on 
God’s initial rejection of a part of Israel in his metaphor of the olive tree. Some of the 
natural branches of this tree were broken off, and this allows wild shoots to be grafted in: 
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 Texts like 4 Ezra and 2 Baruch also differed in their expectations regarding the duration and end of the 
messianic age, see Liv Ingeborg Lied, The Other Lands: Imaginations of the Land in 2 Baruch (Leiden: Brill 2008), 
195-196. 
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 The notion of an in-between time or ‘eschatological tension’ is a well known concept in Pauline scholarship. 
For an analysis of the topics usually associated with it see James Dunn, The Theology of Paul the Apostle, 461-
498.  
37 

Paul does not specify the exact nature of the transgression here, but it most likely refers to a rejection of the 
gospel about Christ, as is indicated by the term unbelief (avpisti,a Romans 11:23) in the next passage. See 
Robert Jewett, Romans: A Commentary (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2007), 673. Also James D.G. Dunn, 
Romans: B Romans 9-16 (Dallas: Word Books 1988), 668. 
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If some of the branches have been broken off, and you, being a wild olive shoot 
(su. de. avgrie,laioj w'n), have been grafted in among the others and now share in 
the nourishing sap from the olive root, do not boast over the branches. If you do, 
consider this: You do not support the root, but the root supports you. You will say 
then, "Branches were broken off so that I could be grafted in." Granted. But they 
were broken off because of unbelief, and you stand by faith (th/| avpisti,a| 
evxekla,sqhsan( su. de. th/| pi,stei e[sthkaj). Do not be arrogant, but be afraid. For if 
God did not spare the natural branches (tw/n kata. fu,sin kla,dwn), he will not 
spare you either. Consider therefore the kindness and severity of God: severity to 
those who fell, but kindness to you, provided that you continue in his kindness. 
Otherwise, you also will be cut off. And if they do not persist in unbelief, they will 
be grafted in, for God is able to graft them in again. After all, if you were cut out 
of an olive tree that is wild by nature, and contrary to nature were grafted into a 
cultivated olive tree (evk th/j kata. fu,sin evxeko,phj avgrielai,ou kai. para. fu,sin 
evnekentri,sqhj eivj kallie,laion), how much more readily will these, the natural 
branches, be grafted into their own olive tree! (Romans 11:17-24) 

Paul here warns the gentile believers, symbolised by the wild branches, not to feel superior 
over the other branches. They might argue that some branches were broken off so they 
could be grafted in, but this should not cause them to be arrogant. Paul reminds them that 
they are supported by the root, not the other way around (11:18). The natural branches (oi ̀
kata. fu,sin kla,doi) belong in the tree and can be put back, while the wild branches 
(avgrielai,oj) are a part of it contrary to nature (para. fu,sin).38 The intermediate position of 
gentiles comes out in the metaphor in the wild branches that were grafted onto a tree in 
place of natural ones, which have been cut off. 
The idea that Jews would be alienated from God for a period of time, before being restored 
to their rightful position, is not unique to Paul. In the beginning of the third book of the 
Sibylline Oracles, a similar scenario is described: 

 Yes, you will flee (su.…feu,xh|), leaving behind the beautiful temple, since it is your 
fate to leave the holy ground. (…) The entire earth and the entire sea will be full 
of you. Everybody will take offence at your customs. Your whole land will be 
empty of you (gai/a d’ e;rhmoj a[pasa se,qen). The fortified altar, the temple of the 
great God, and all long walls will fall to the ground because in your heart you did 
not turn towards the holy law of the immortal God. You were led astray and 
served shameful idols, and you did not revere the immortal Begetter of the gods 
and of all people. You were not willing to honour him, but you served idols of 
mortals instead. Therefore, your fruit-bearing land and the wonders of the 
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 For Boyarin, this passage offers a falsification of the idea that Israel as a whole has been superseded, ‘the 
grafted Israel—including both Jewish and gentile believers in Christ—is now the true, living Israel, and the 
rejected branches are at best vestiges, at worst simply dead’ (Boyarin, A Radical Jew, 204). At the same time, 
the passages falsifies the idea that Paul’s message did not have implications for Jews or that Jews as a whole 
were already right with God in Paul’s eyes, as claimed by the ‘radical new perspective’. Johnson Hodge is 
correct to note that Paul’s agricultural imagery places Jews in a superior position; it is a metaphorical 
expression of the theme ‘first the Jew and then the Greek’. Gentiles become the adopted branches of a 
cultivated Jewish tree. The cutting out of Jewish branches is only temporary, since as Paul states in 11.26 ‘all 
Israel will be saved’. Yet while Johnson Hodge observes that ‘Christ would serve as the point at which gentiles 
are grafted on to the olive tree’, she neglects to conclude that he also serves as the point at which some of the 
natural, Jewish branches would be lopped off and that the Jewish branches that remain can only be 
understood in Paul’s view to remain because they are ‘in Christ’ (Johnson Hodge, If Sons, then Heirs, 141-148).  
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temple will be entirely empty of you for seven decades. But a good outcome and 
the greatest glory await you; the immortal God will bring it to pass for you. But 
you, go on relying on the holy laws of the great god, when you will raise yourself 
towards the light, tired from stretching your knee. And then god will send a king 
from heaven, and he will judge each man in blood and beams of fire. There is a 
certain royal tribe, whose race will never stumble (e;sti de, tij fulh. basilh,ioj( h-j 
ge,noj e;stai a;ptaiston). And as the years roll by, this will reign and begin to erect 
a new temple for God. (Sibylline Oracles 3. 266-290) 

As a result of their religious misconduct, the Jews will be forced into exile. Although the 
misconduct in question is obviously different from the unbelief that Paul is thinking of, the 
image of ‘fruit-bearing land’ that will be empty of them is interesting when compared with 
Paul’s choice of a cultivated olive tree as a metaphor for Jews. Also, the notion of stumbling 
(ptai,w, Sibylline Oracles 3. 289, cf. Romans 11:11) occurs in both. In Romans 11, Paul claims 
that although Israel stumbled, they did not fall.39 In the Oracles, although the people lived in 
exile for seventy years, the ‘royal tribe’ (fulh. basilh,ioj) will not stumble in the end 
(a;ptaistoj), but will reign and rebuild the temple. As Buitenwerf notes, ‘eventually, things 
will turn out well for the Jews if they will hold fast to God. He will appoint a king who will 
conquer the world and let the exiles return.’40 While there is no mention of gentiles in 
connection with the ultimate restoration of God’s people here, the passage does show that 
Paul’s ideas about a temporary rejection were not unparalleled.  

It is important to Paul that his gentile audience in Rome understands their 
intermediate position in salvation history: 

So that you may not claim to be wiser than you are, brothers and sisters, I want 
you to understand this mystery: a hardening has come upon part of Israel, until 
the full number of the gentiles has come in (o[ti pw,rwsij avpo. me,rouj tw/| VIsrah.l 
ge,gonen a;crij ou- to. plh,rwma tw/n evqnw/n eivse,lqh|(). And so all Israel will be saved 
(pa/j VIsrah.l swqh,setai); (…) Just as you were once disobedient to God but have 
now received mercy because of their disobedience, so they have now been 
disobedient in order that, by the mercy shown to you, they too may now receive 
mercy. (Romans 11:25-26, 30-31) 

The success of Paul’s mission to the gentiles was for him thus central to the salvation of 
Jews. Eventually, all Israel, all Jews, will be saved. Just as the mercy for gentiles was 
dependant on the actions of Jews, so the mercy that all Jews will receive depends on 
gentiles, namely on the mercy shown to them by God. 

According to Terence Donaldson, the scenario that Paul sketches here is so different 
from the traditional expectations about gentile salvation, that this ultimately necessitates 
rejecting it as the background for Paul’s thought on gentiles. In this tradition as understood 
by Donaldson, ‘salvation of Gentiles follows restoration of Israel as a matter not simply of 
sequence, but of consequence: it is because they see the redemption of Israel and the 
glorification of Zion that the Gentiles abandon their idols and turn to worship the God of 
Israel. The inversion of the sequence represents not a simple modification of the tradition, 
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 According to Dunn, their stumble is not as serious as it may first sound, ‘it is not a complete fall, as, for 
example, the sprawling on one’s face which puts a runner completely out of the race.’ The intention is that 
they will recover (Dunn, The Theology of Paul, 522–523). 
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but its evisceration.’41 Donaldson further observes that if Paul had wanted to link his work 
to the idea of the gentiles as eschatological pilgrims, there were many texts that he could 
have cited, but did not.42  

Donaldson is certainly correct in noting that Paul’s description of the events leading 
to the ultimate salvation of all peoples is different from the scenarios found among the 
traditions about gentile inclusion; a departure that would potentially be offensive or difficult 
for his contemporaries. Yet this does not mean that the tradition of gentile eschatological 
salvation should be rejected as a possible background for Paul’s thought. The first reason for 
connecting Paul to this tradition is that while many sources indeed link gentile inclusion in 
end-time salvation to a restoration of Israel, this occurs by no means in all such descriptions. 
In book 3 of the Sibylline Oracles, three of the four predictions about God’s future 
intervention describe the inclusion of all peoples under God without portraying this as the 
result of Jewish restoration.43 The first prophecy, for example, puts the conversion of 
gentiles entirely down to divine intervention: 

 
Then they [the gentiles] will go down on their white knees before the great God, 
the immortal King, on the all-nourishing ground. The works made by human 
hands will all be ruined in a flame of fire. And then, God will give great joy to 
mankind (ca,rhn mega,lhn qeo.j avndra,si dw,sei). For the earth, the trees, and the 
countless flocks of sheep will give their true fruits to the people, consisting of 
sweet wine, sweet honey, white milk, and grain, the best there is of everything 
for mortals. (Sibylline Oracles 3. 616-623)  
 

The tradition was thus not so uniform as to allow only one possible scenario. Not all sources 
saw a restoration of Israel as the prime cause of gentile inclusion, nor did all of these 
sources include the theme of eschatological pilgrimage, which Donaldson correctly observes 
is largely absent in Paul. Other sources could equally imagine different ways in which the 
end time would play out, while still resulting in all people eventually worshipping God. 

The second and most important point to make in seeing Paul as part of the tradition 
in spite of his unique presentation of gentile inclusion, is that Paul simply had to deal with 
the reality of what he saw happening around him. He may have initially expected that within 
a short space of time, most Jews would accept that the end time had arrived in Christ. But 
when this did not happen, he had to fit that somehow into his understanding of the course 
of salvation history.  

Donaldson maintains that ‘for an eschatological pilgrimage interpretation of Paul’s 
Gentile mission to be convincing, it would need to demonstrate in one way or another that 
Paul perceived Christ as having accomplished the restoration of Israel (appropriately 
defined), thus precipitating or making possible the overflow of eschatological blessings to 
the Gentiles’.44 This seems to me to be a too narrow understanding of the tradition of 
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gentile inclusion. As indicated above, the restoration of Israel was one way of describing 
God’s revelation at the end of time. In Paul’s thought, the sending of Christ, and his death 
and resurrection, and the sending of the spirit to be received by gentiles, together seem to 
function in a similar way to demonstrate God’s power and glory. This is the sign that gentiles 
are expected to accept as the revelation of divine power. There simply was no divine 
restoration of Israel to cause gentiles to turn to God, as anticipated in other eschatological 
prophecy. If Paul had previously assumed that there would be, then he would have had to 
adjust his expectations accordingly. He does so by reorganising Jewish and gentile salvation, 
as just seen, and by making himself into an instrument of revelation. If gentiles could now 
turn to God and be accepted by him through his messiah, he knew that somebody was going 
to have to go and tell them. 

2 There is No Distinction: Paul’s Ideas on Jew and Non-Jew 

We now turn to a closer examination of four specific aspects of Paul’s attitude towards Jew 
and non-Jew, keeping in mind what we have seen in the previous section about Paul’s view 
of the end-time inclusion of gentiles. Given that the position of non-Jews in relation to God 
is a central concern for Paul, it is not possible within the scope of this chapter to discuss all 
of his statements on the issue. Since our aim is to understand Paul’s claim that there is 
‘neither Jew nor Greek’, similar denials of difference will be of special interest. The focus will 
therefore be on four themes, which together cover the most important aspects of his ideas. 
We will start with Paul’s descriptions of his own Jewishness, and examine two different 
passages which are central in the recent debate about this issue. In the first, Paul states that 
‘we are Jews, not gentile sinners’ (Galatians 2:15) thereby appearing to confirm, rather than 
deny the difference between Jew and non-Jew. In the second, Paul again talks about 
himself, but here he discusses several aspects of his Jewish heritage in very negative terms 
(Philippians 3:2-9). The second aspect of Paul’s thought on Jew and gentile that we will 
examine is circumcision, and Paul’s declaration that ‘neither circumcision nor 
uncircumcision means anything’ (Galatians 6:15). In several letters, Paul is in debate about 
the question whether non-Jews should circumcise. Although he argues strongly against 
gentile circumcision, he also makes reference to those who are circumcised, or to 
circumcision as such, saying that it ‘is nothing’ (1 Corinthians 7:19) or equating it to 
mutilation (Galatians 5:12; Philippians 3:2). The third and related issue is Paul’s description 
of Abraham as the father of both the Jews and the nations. Both the circumcised and the 
uncircumcised can belong to Abraham, who was himself both uncircumcised and 
circumcised. The fourth is the broader question of Paul and the law, focussing on the role of 
the law for Jews and gentiles. Together, Paul’s Jewishness, circumcision, Abraham, and the 
law will provide the background for understanding Paul’s statement that there is ‘neither 
Jew nor Greek’. However, before looking at these four different themes, we will first analyse 
Paul’s use of the terms Jew-Greek and related ethnic terminology and the way ethnicity and 
identity are seen in recent scholarship on Paul.   

                                                                                                                                                                     
Christian remnant.’ He then goes on to argue that neither of these can be made to work (Paul and the Gentiles, 
189-197.  
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2.1 A Closer Look at Terminology: Jew and Greek, Ethnicity and 
Identity 

Before we turn to Paul’s statements on Jews and non-Jews, we first need to look at the 
terminology used by Paul in speaking of ethnicity. In Galatians 3:28, Paul divides his 
audience, the ‘you’ who are in Christ, into Jew and Greek. These two terms, ‘Jew’ and 
‘Greek’, are not the only ones, however, that Paul uses to divide and describe people along 
ethnic lines. Other terms with related meanings are used by Paul as well, which divide 
people into two groups: on the one hand, VIoudai/oi, Jews, (h)̀ peritomh,, (the) circumcision, 
VIsrah,l, Israel, VIsrahli/tai, Israelites, and on the other, {Ellhnej, Greeks, ta. e;qnh, the 
nations, or gentiles, (h)̀ avkrobusti,a, (the) uncircumcised (lit. the foreskin). These terms are 
not only related in meaning, they are used by Paul in certain passages in a way that suggests 
that they overlap or even, are interchangeable. For example in the letter to the Romans: 

Or is God the God of Jews only? Is he not the God of the nations too (h' VIoudai,wn 
o ̀qeo.j mo,nonÈ ouvci. kai. evqnw/n)? Yes, of the nations too, since there is one God, 
who will justify the circumcised by faith and the uncircumcised through faith. (nai. 
kai. evqnw/n( ei;per ei-j o ̀qeo,j o]j dikaiw,sei peritomh.n evk pi,stewj kai. avkrobusti,an 
dia. th/j pi,stewj). (Romans 3:29-30) 

The term ‘circumcised’ (lit. ‘circumcision’), in the second line, corresponds to ‘Jews’ in the 
first and ‘uncircumcised’ (lit. ‘foreskin’) in the second to ‘nations’ in the first. The second 
verse in this passage supports the answer given in the previous verse: yes, God is also the 
God of the nations, or the gentiles, not just of Jews.45 The argument can only be convincing 
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the translation of the Greek term of VIoudai/oj. While some scholars suggest that ‘Judean’ best renders the 
sense of the term, on a par with other ethnica such as ‘Greek’ and ‘Egyptian’, others feel that the term Jew is 
still the best option, both for reasons of ancient usage as well as modern understandings of that term (the first 
view is argued by Steve Mason, among others, see ‘Jews, Judaeans, Judaizing, Judaism: Problems of 
Categorization in Ancient History’, Journal for the Study of Judaism 38 (2007), 457-512. An argument against 
Mason’s view is and in favour of ‘Jew’ is made by Daniel Schwartz, see '"Judean" or "Jew"? How Should We 
Translate Ioudaios in Josephus,' in Jewish Identity in the Greco-Roman World, Jörg Frey, Daniel Schwartz, and 
Stephanie Gripentrog (Leiden: Brill 2007), 3-27). Still others prefer to leave the matter open and opt for 
transliteration (Caroline Johnson Hodge, If Sons, Then Heirs, 11-15). While I recognise that many important 
questions have been raised in this discussion, I still choose to translate VIoudai/oj with the word ‘Jew’. In Paul, 
the opposition between those who are VIoudai/oi and those who are not, is seen primarily in terms of religious 
orientation and associated ethical standards and behaviour. A typical example is Paul’s warning against sexual 
immorality, which is common among ‘the nations who do not know God’ (1Thessalonians 4:5). Because Paul’s 
use of the terms has a strong emphasis on religion, I believe the term ‘Jew’ best renders his use of VIoudai/oj. I 
have chosen to use both ‘the nations’ and ‘gentiles’ as a translation for ta. e;qnh, even though the latter can be 
seen as a term with derogatory connotations. Since the term is used by Paul from a Jewish perspective, and 
primarily defines what one is not, I do not feel that a somewhat derogatory sense would be completely against 
Paul’s use of the term (cf. the negative connotation of the term, e.g., in 1 Corinthians 5:1 and 12:2). ‘Gentile’ 
also has the advantage over ‘the nations’ of having a form for the singular. Not using the term gentile would 
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androcentric viewpoint is evident in describing Jews and non-Jews collectively as ‘the circumcision’ and ‘the 
foreskin’. Although these terms refer to male genitalia, they are sometimes employed by Paul in a way that 
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when the groups distinguished in both verses are the same two groups. Here Paul uses 
‘circumcision’ as a synonym for ‘Jews’ and ‘uncircumcision’ as a synonym for ‘nations’. The 
same overlap of ‘nation’ and ‘uncircumcised’ can be found when Paul compares his mission 
to that of Peter (Gal 2:7-8). In the first letter to the Corinthians, Paul uses the terms ‘Greeks’ 
and ‘nations’ as synonyms: 

Jews demand miraculous signs and Greeks look for wisdom, but we preach Christ 
crucified: a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to the nations (evpeidh. kai. 
VIoudai/oi shmei/a aivtou/sin kai. {Ellhnej sofi,an zhtou/sin( h`mei/j de. khru,ssomen 
Cristo.n evstaurwme,non( VIoudai,oij me.n ska,ndalon( e;qnesin de. mwri,an). (1 
Corinthians 1:22-23) 

Again, Paul distinguishes two sets of two groups, Jews and Greeks in the first verse and Jews 
and the nations in the second. Since the second verse is placed in opposition to the first (de.,), 
the effectiveness of the reasoning depends upon the similarity of the groups in both verses. 
Rather than the signs they demand, Jews are given a stumbling block, and rather than the 
wisdom they look for, Greeks/gentiles are presented with foolishness. The term Greeks is 
not used here in a narrow sense of ethnic Greeks but in the sense of the nations, all non-
Jews.46  

The same interchangeable nature of the terms can be observed in larger bodies of 
text, such as chapter 3 of the letter to the Galatians. There, Paul substantiates his argument 
that the nations are children of Abraham with the formula ‘neither Jew nor Greek’.47 Based 
on these passages, we will assume that when Paul divides mankind into two groups using 
these terms, he divides them into Jews and non-Jews.48  

In using the opposition Jew-Greek, Paul mirrors the distinction that had already been 
characteristic of Greek culture for centuries, that between Greek and barbarian. In the third 
section of this chapter, this Greek perspective will be further discussed. Paul appropriates 
the Greek view and turns it upside down: now the Greeks have become the others, 
synonymous with the e;qnh. Jewish contemporaries of Paul use similar terms; according to 

                                                                                                                                                                     
implicitly includes women. My translations of Paul’s language about issues of ethnicity and circumcision echo 
Paul’s male-centred views. 
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124, 123-124).  
48
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Shaye Cohen, the view of Jews versus gentiles, of ‘us’ versus ‘them’ was well attested in 
Greco-Roman antiquity.49  

In Paul’s statements about himself and his self-identification as a Jew, to which we 
turn below, this opposition plays an important role. Paul’s Jewish identity has become a 
source of recent debate involving the ‘radical new perspective’ (outlined above), and a 
challenge to this perspective, by Love Sechrest, who believes Paul sees himself as no longer 
a Jew, but as ‘a former Jew’.50  

Before turning to the specific passages central to this debate, it will be helpful first to 
take a look at ethnicity and the way it is construed in these approaches. In research on the 
subject in recent decades, it has come to be accepted that ethnicity should be seen as a 
socially constructed entity. Ethnicity is not a given, determined at birth, but is ascribed and 
subjectively perceived. In the words of Gerd Baumann, ethnicity is not like blood, but rather, 
like wine.51 That is to say, it is not about a natural, given state, but it is a cultural product. 
Ethnic categories such as ‘Jew’ and ‘Greek’ are constructed categories, and belonging to 
either group is a cultural process. Behind this conception of ethnicity lies a ‘processual’ view 
of culture which sees it not a thing that one has, but rather as process that is continually 
shaped.52  

The notion that ethnicity should be seen as a social construct is increasingly 
recognised in New Testament scholarship, and by scholars working on Paul. Caroline 
Johnson Hodge, whose ideas we will examine in more detail below in relation to Paul’s self-
description in Philippians, holds the view that ethnic identity is multi-faceted and flexible to 
a high degree.53 She builds on anthropological research, which shows that people in certain 
poly-ethnic contexts can maintain several different ethnic identities at the same time.54 
Ethnic identity can thus be divided up into parts or segments, so that several identities, 
although distinct, fit within one encompassing identity. Depending on the circumstances, 
people can emphasise particular parts of these ‘nested identities’.55  

In applying this perspective to Paul, Johnson Hodge concludes that he presents a 
new identity, namely being ‘in Christ’, that requires a reordering of existing identities on the 
part of himself and his audience. Contrary, however, to what has often been claimed, this 
reordering of ethnic identities does not imply a rejection of ethnic identity as such by Paul, 
nor the creation of an ethnicity-free Christianity. Johnson Hodge sees being ‘in Christ’ as 
simply the encompassing identity that is ranked above being either Jew or Greek, without 
changing the status of either.  
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In rightly challenging existing essentialist readings of Paul as being Christian and 
therefore not Jewish, Johnson Hodge unfortunately seems to deny Paul his own 
essentialism. Discourse on ethnicity may be recognised from the outside as flexible, and the 
mechanism of identity construction as an ongoing process, but such discourse often takes 
the form of essentialist claims, of which ‘there is neither Jew nor Greek’ seems to be a prime 
example. Baumann calls this dual nature of ethnic discourse ‘dual discursive competence’: a 
rhetoric that is often essential, in an activity that is always processual.56 While Johnson 
Hodge acknowledges the dual character of ethnic discourse, she seems to miss much of the 
essentialism in Paul. The fact that ethnicity should be seen as plural, flexible, and situational, 
does not mean that Paul presents it as such.   

Furthermore, we need to ask here whether Johnson Hodge’s theoretical perspective 
does not obscure the reality of first-century ethnic identity constructions. Would Paul’s 
vision of a common, all-encompassing identity for Jew and Greek not inevitably change and 
question the old identities, when these were based in part precisely on not being a 
barbarian, or not being a gentile? 

The notion of ethnic identity as flexible and malleable seems to have been 
misconstrued to some extent by Johnson Hodge. The observation that people can combine 
different identities seems to lead inevitably to the suggestion that people can adopt any new 
identity without consequences to the individual identities they already possess. If we accept 
that ethnicity is constructed, it does not necessarily follow that any construction or 
combination of ethnic identities is possible in a given context. Paul’s letters clearly show 
that his processual shaping of ethnic identity does not take place in a vacuum, but in a 
concrete environment where other perceptions of ethnicity stake similar essentialist claims. 
As the passage from Philippians discussed below indicates, Paul’s view on ethnic identity 
clashed with that of others around him and forced him to argue his position. 

The second author whose reading of Paul’s autobiography we will be examining is 
Pamela Eisenbaum. While Eisenbaum and Johnson Hodge have much in common in their 
perspectives on Paul, they have very different approaches to ethnic identity. In her study of 
Paul’s Jewish identity, Pamela Eisenbaum takes ethnic identity not as something 
constructed from within, but as something that can be established from without. Certain 
characteristics, such as his monotheism, provide evidence for Paul’s identity as a Jew.57 
Rather than see ethnic identity, in this case first-century Jewish identity, as a process that is 
constantly given shape, Eisenbaum portrays it as having certain fixed characteristics. She 
speaks of Paul being ‘unambiguously Jewish’ and argues that ‘there is no evidence that 
Paul’s Jewish identity is any less robust, or any less intact after his encounter with the risen 
Jesus than it was before’.58  

This wonderful image of a robust identity should alert us, I think, to the question of 
perspective. In whose eyes, and by whose definition was Paul’s identity robust? Eisenbaum 
seems to assume that we know beforehand what Jewish identity consists of and that once 
we have established that Paul was a Jew, we know other things about him that follow from 
this Jewish identity. Her readings at times come dangerously close to confining Paul to what 
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we know from other Jewish sources, rather than letting him speak for himself.59
 Moreover, 

such a view denies the complicated relationship Paul evidently had at times with some of his 
contemporaries, as is evident in the punishment he received from synagogue authorities (2 
Corinthians 11.24). 

In recent scholarship, Paul’s position with regard to his own Jewish identity has thus 
(again) become a heated topic. While Pamela Eisenbaum notes that the claim that Paul was 
Jewish is ‘an entirely pedestrian observation’ in some circles, she feels it is necessary to 
restate this point and therefore devotes her study to the claim that ‘Paul lived and died a 
Jew’.60 Reclaiming Paul as a Hellenistic Jew makes it possible for Eisenbaum to combat ‘the 
long history of Pauline interpretation that bolstered Christian anti-Judaism’.61 In her work on 
Augustine’s teachings on Jews and Judaism, Paula Fredriksen concurs that, at least in his 
own view, Paul was always a Jew. Even more, again in his own view, ‘Paul was always an 
excellent Jew in both phases of his life’.62  

As noted above, in this ‘radical new perspective’, Paul’s position as a Jew is central to 
understanding and evaluating his message. It is thought that Paul wrote only to gentiles and 
therefore did not reflect on the position of Jews with regard to God or the law; Paul’s 
message of Christ addressed the specifically gentile problem of alienation from God. Since 
Jews are already God’s people, in this view, they do not need Paul’s gospel; it does not 
reflect on them.63 

The idea that Paul fully identified himself as a Jew in his letters has been questioned 
recently by Love Sechrest, who sees Paul as subordinating ‘his birth identity to his new racial 
identity in Christ’.64 According to Sechrest, Paul refrains from identifying himself as a Jew, 
even though he makes regular reference to his Jewish background.65 In the various passages 
where Paul may seem to claim that he is a Jew or an Israelite, Sechrest feels, he in fact 
refers to his past, or to the newly defined Israel that includes both Jews and gentiles. In 
those passages where he speaks of becoming like a Jew (Galatians 1:14, 2:15, 1 Corinthians 
9:19-20), she believes Paul is in fact distancing himself from identifying as a Jew.66  

Sechrest argues that Paul sets up Christian identity, and that he does this in the 
framework of a Jewish understanding of race. This Jewish understanding of race, briefly 
summed up, rest on three types of identity: the first is social identity, which is based on 
indicia such as circumcision, the second is religious identity, based on Jewish law, and the 
third type is physical identity, through biological kinship. Paul’s then creates an antithesis 
between Christian and Jewish identity by offering alternatives for each of these types of 
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identity.67 These two very different perspectives on Paul’s identity will be discussed in 
connection to two important references to Jewishness. 

2.2 Paul’s Jewishness 

We now turn to the two passages where Paul talks about himself in relation to being a Jew. 
The first is the brief and, I will argue, ironic reference to Jew and gentile sinners in Galatians 
2, the second Paul’s biting autobiographical description in Philippians. 

2.2.1 We are Jews, not Gentile Sinners  
These different approaches to Paul’s identity can be illustrated by looking at their respective 
interpretations of Paul’s most emphatic appeal to ethnic difference, namely his statement 
that ‘we are Jews by birth and not gentile sinners’ (~Hmei/j fu,sei VIoudai/oi kai. ouvk evx evqnw/n 
a`martwloi,, Galatians 2:15). Paul makes this, in my view ironic, claim when describing his 
conflict with Peter in Antioch, a conflict caused by Paul’s anger over what he sees as Peter’s 
hypocrisy in no longer eating with gentiles. Apparently, Jews and gentiles were accustomed 
to eat together in the mixed community in Antioch. At some point, however, Peter decided 
to keep himself, along with other Jews, separate from gentiles.  

As part of his rebuke of Peter, Paul appeals to what he shared with Peter and the 
other Jews present as well, in saying ‘we are Jews by birth’, or ‘by nature’. Paul distinguishes 
Peter and the others Jews, including himself, from gentiles, who are associated with sin: 
they are ‘not gentile sinners’.  

Within the ‘radical new perspective’, Paul’s statement about Jews and gentile 
sinners is seen as a key text that reveals how he continues to identify himself as a Jew, and 
continues to see gentiles as the typical other: sinners par excellence. According to Johnson 
Hodge, Paul ‘acknowledges his own distance from non-Jews’ and emphasises the boundary 
between Jews and gentiles.68 The passage further indicates, in her view, how gentiles, as 
sinners, stand in a very different relationship to God from those who are Jews by birth 
(fu,sei VIoudai/oi). 

Sechrest, on the other hand places much weight on the fact that Paul does not only 
use the term Jews (VIoudai/oi), but adds the clause ‘by birth’ (fu,sei). This indicates, according 
to her, that while Peter and Paul were once Jews, Paul considers them to be so no longer.69 
They belonged to the Jewish race as a consequence of their birth, yet she believes they now 
belong to a new racial group as a consequence of their faith in Christ. Sechrest finds 
corroboration for this view in Paul’s reference to his ‘former life in Judaism’ in the previous 
chapter (th.n evmh.n avnastrofh,n pote evn tw/| VIoudai?smw, Galatians 1:13). While he thinks of 
himself as someone who was born as a Jew, he no longer considers himself one.70   

While Sechrest rightly stresses the flexibility of Paul’s self-identifications and the 
extent to which he can distance himself from Jewish identity by suggesting that he ‘became 
as a Jew’, she underestimates the degree to which he also at the same time does identify 
himself as a Jew. As Steve Mason shows in his analysis of ancient terminology relating to 
Judaism, the term ‘Ioudaismos’, used by Paul of his past activities (Galatians 1:13-14), 
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should not be interpreted to mean ‘Judaism’, as a religious or ethnic category, but rather as 
‘Judaizing’, an activity.71 ‘Ioudaismos’ does not refer to a state, but to something one does; 
to the zeal with which Paul tried to convince other Jews to uphold the ancestral customs (cf. 
Philippians 3:6). It is this perspective towards customs which has changed, among other 
things, but not his view of himself as a Jew. 

Furthermore, the logic of Paul’s argument in his debate with Peter requires that he is 
included in the ‘we’ who are Jews. While this group is used to seeing itself as distinct from 
gentile sinners, Paul’s point here is that they, as Jews, are in fact sinners too. Paul does not 
mean to say that he and Peter are no longer Jews, but that as Jews, they are no different 
from gentiles when it comes to sin. This rhetorical point is overlooked in the radical 
perspective, when it accepts the statement at face value, without seeing it in the context of 
Paul’s argument. It does not recognise that Paul in fact takes up a familiar distinction 
between Jew and gentile, only to subvert it in an ironic way: 

We ourselves are Jews by birth (fu,sei VIoudai/oi) and not gentile sinners (evx evqnw/n 
a`martwloi,); who know that a person (a;nqrwpoj) is justified not by the works of 
the law but through faith in Jesus Christ. And we have come to believe in Christ 
Jesus, so that we might be justified by faith in Christ, and not by doing the works 
of the law, because no one will be justified (o[ti evx e;rgwn no,mou ouv dikaiwqh,setai 
pa/sa sa,rx) by the works of the law. But if, in our effort to be justified in Christ, we 
too have been found to be sinners (eùre,qhmen kai. auvtoi. a`martwloi), is Christ 
then a servant of sin? Certainly not! (Galatians 2:15-17) 

While Paul places himself here on the side of Jews who are not sinners by nature, he 
undermines the ethnic stereotype by claiming that Jews are found to be sinners too, when 
seeking to be justified in Christ.72 The distinction between Jew and gentile thus does not lie 
in their respective sinfulness, nor in the way they come to be justified. As Paul states here in 
the most general terms: a person (a;nqrwpoj) is justified through faith in Christ and no one 
will be justified (ouv dikaiwqh,setai pa/sa sa,rx) by the works of the law. Johnson Hodge’s 
rather strained interpretation, that Paul is discussing justification of gentiles and that ‘a 
person’ here refers to ‘a gentile’, can only be seen as resulting from her conviction that Paul 
is only concerned with gentile salvation and does not discuss Jewish attitudes towards the 
law.73 Yet this reading is not only difficult with regards to this one term, but also in light of 
the thrust of the argument as a whole. Paul’s punch line assumes that Jews are found to be 
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sinners too, thereby mocking the initial suggestion that they were not. For Paul, then, both 
Jew and gentile are in the same situation, with respect to sin as well as with respect to 
justification. Rather than confirm a Jew-gentile distinction, Paul ends up subverting it.74 

2.2.2 I Consider Them Garbage 
Paul gives a more personal testimony about his religious identity in the letter to the 
Philippians. Here Paul writes something of a mini-autobiography, listing his Jewish 
credentials in order to redefine the relevance of these terms. Paul appears to be involved in 
a discussion about circumcision, and aims to show that he can beat the Jewish opponents at 
their own game, while making clear at the same time that the rules of the game have now 
changed:75 

Watch out for the dogs, watch out for the evil workers, watch out for the 
mutilation (Ble,pete tou.j ku,naj( ble,pete tou.j kakou.j evrga,taj( ble,pete th.n 
katatomh,n)! For it is we who are the circumcision (h̀mei/j ga,r evsmen h̀ peritomh), 
who worship in the spirit of God and boast in Christ Jesus and have no confidence 
in the flesh- though I myself have reasons for such confidence. If anyone else 
thinks he has reasons to put confidence in the flesh, I have more: circumcised on 
the eighth day (peritomh/| ovktah,meroj), of the people of Israel, of the tribe of 
Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; in regard to the law, a Pharisee; as for zeal, 
persecuting the church; as for legalistic righteousness, faultless. But whatever 
was to my profit I now consider loss for the sake of Christ. What is more, I 
consider everything a loss compared to the surpassing greatness of knowing 
Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all things. I consider them 
garbage, so that I may gain Christ and be found in him, not having a righteousness 
of my own that comes from the law, but that which is through faith in Christ--the 
righteousness that comes from God and is by faith (mh. e;cwn evmh.n dikaiosu,nhn 
th.n evk no,mou avlla. th.n dia. pi,stewj Cristou/( th.n evk qeou/ dikaiosu,nhn evpi. th/| 
pi,stei). (Philippians 3:2-9) 

According to Eisenbaum, Paul’s point in this passage is ‘not terribly complicated or subtle’. It 
is simply that people should not be impressed by claims to privilege or status.76 The claims 
made here, about circumcision, and being a Pharisee, are all things that Paul values, and 
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that he mentions to win this game of one-upmanship with other teachers. He was a 
member of the learned Jewish elite of his day and he still identifies himself according to 
these claims. But they simply pale in comparison to being a follower of Jesus. According to 
Eisenbaum, Paul mentions only Jewish status markers here, because those were the only 
ones that he and his opponents could lay claim to. If he had had any Roman status markers, 
if he had been a Roman citizen for example, he would have mentioned that here as well. 

Sechrest on the other hand does not believe that Paul identifies himself by the 
claims to Jewish status at all. Rather, she argues that Paul here sets up Christian identity, 
and that he does this in the framework of a Jewish understanding of race. In the passage, 
Sechrest sees Paul creating three antitheses of Jewish and Christian identity.77 The first is 
the opposition between righteousness through law versus through righteousness through 
faith, which in her analysis represents the religious component of racial identity. The second 
opposition contrasts boasting in Christ to boasting in the flesh, which corresponds to the 
kinship element in Jewish identity. The third is the opposition between mutilation and 
circumcision, which Sechrest reads as referring to two different groups. 

In this passage she claims circumcision should be read as the Pauline group and 
mutilation as ‘the mutilation faction’, a polemical reference to Jewish-Christian missionaries 
who emphasised circumcision and law-observance. These are then distinct groups, which 
correspond to the social identity element in the model of race she employs. Sechrest 
concludes that when Paul describes the apocalyptic creation of a new people in Christ, he 
uses the existing construct of race which connected kinship, social distinctiveness, and 
beliefs about God. 

Neither Eisenbaum nor Sechrest seem to me to see Paul’s rhetoric for what it is 
worth, the latter putting too much weight on his terminology, the former underselling his 
polemics. Sechrest takes Paul’s insults as a construction of opposites made in order to 
define a new race, reading ‘mutilators’ as the definition of an actual group. Yet this term, 
along with terms like ‘dogs’ and ‘evil workers’, are most likely derogatory terms for Paul’s 
opponents, rather than indicators of specific people. Eisenbaum on the other hand 
completely ignores Paul’s polemic appropriation of the term circumcision, and the very 
Jewish context in which this places his identity construction. It is no coincidence that Paul 
only mentions Jewish status markers; Roman citizenship would not be relevant in a debate 
that revolves around the question of who counts as righteous before God and on which 
grounds.  

Paul’s rhetoric only makes sense if we accept that he confirms his status as a Jew; all 
the markers of identity adduced by him serve to show that he is entitled to speak on behalf 
of the God of Israel at least as much as his opponents. He establishes his authority as 
someone speaking about issues such as circumcision and law, issues he knows about first 
hand. Paul emphasises his own success in following the law, possibly to counter any idea 
that he argues against following the law because he was a failure at it himself. As a Pharisee, 
Paul knew the law, and he was perfect in following it, but in Christ, knowledge of the law no 
longer matters. Paul is as much a member of God’s people as are his opponents, according 
to their definition of the term, but Paul believes this definition no longer applies. In Christ he 
has come to accept a different definition of God’s people, or ‘the circumcision’, as he can 
still call this people.  
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The passage is thus not about Paul’s Jewishness as such, but about Paul’s need to 
portray himself as well versed in his ancestral tradition, in order to be seen as a credible 
interpreter of this tradition for a gentile audience. Paul distances himself from his own 
circumcision and ancestry, something he can see as positive indicators of a special 
relationship with God in other contexts (e.g. in Romans 3:1-2; 11:1-2), and calls them 
garbage, in order to emphasise that belonging to God now happens via Christ, who is 
equally accessible to Jews and non-Jews. Paul can ‘boast in the flesh’ to bolster his standing 
with the Philippians, but he does not consider it relevant for his standing with God. In that 
sense, it is worthless to him. 

2.3 Neither Circumcision nor Uncircumcision  

The second theme in our examination of Paul’s thought on Jew and gentile is that of 
circumcision. This is a subject that occurs in several of Paul’s letters and on which he makes 
a number of seemingly contradictory statements. Some of these statements about 
circumcision appear to be similar to the baptismal statement, such as when Paul writes that 
‘neither circumcision nor uncircumcision means anything’ (Galatians 6:15).  

In the letter to the Galatians, Paul tries to convince his non-Jewish audience that 
they do not need to follow the Jewish law and become circumcised in order to belong to 
God.78 He was apparently concerned that they might be persuaded to do so by certain 
fellow Christ-believing Jews, whom he sees as his opponents. The letter to the Philippians 
shows evidence of a similar debate (Philippians 3:3-5), as seen above, and in Romans and 1 
Corinthians the issue comes up as well (Romans 2:25-29; 4:9-12; 1 Corinthians 7:18-19). It 
was thus an important part of the debates concerning the status of gentiles in which Paul 
was involved. 

Some scholars believe that the tradition of eschatological inclusion helps to 
understand why Paul rejects the idea of gentile circumcision.79 Paula Fredriksen argues that 
even though circumcision is not addressed explicitly in traditions about gentile inclusion, 
most sources seem to expect that gentiles will be accepted by God as gentiles. They leave 
behind their traditional gods and accept the God of Israel, but they do not join the Jews and 
become one people.80 According to Fredriksen, the suggestion seems to be that the change 
gentiles make is in turning to a different divinity, not in converting in the full sense of 
following Jewish law and circumcising. Jews and gentiles both will be saved, as two distinct 
groups. An example of this is the prophecy in Tobit:  
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After this they will all return from exile and will rebuild Jerusalem in splendour; 
and in it the temple of God will be rebuilt, just as the prophets of Israel have said 
concerning it. Then the nations in the whole world will all be converted and 
worship God in truth (pa,nta ta. e;qnh evpistre,yousin avlhqinqw/j fobei/san ku,rion 
to.n qeo.n). They will abandon their idols, which deceitfully had led them into their 
error; and in righteousness they will praise the eternal God (kai. katoru,xousin ta. 
ei;dwla auvtw/n kai. eulogh,sousin pa,nta ta. e;qnh to.n ku,rion). All the Israelites 
who are saved in those days and are truly mindful of God will be gathered 
together; they will go to Jerusalem and live in safety for ever in the land of 
Abraham, and it will be given over to them. (Tobit 14:5-7) 

The Israelites will return to Jerusalem and the nations of the earth will abandon their idols 
and worship the eternal God. They are not collapsed into one group; the gentiles do not 
become Jews. They are described as worshipping God while still, apparently, remaining 
gentiles.  

However, Fredriksen appears to be misrepresenting the tradition somewhat and 
overstates its clarity and uniformity on this issue. The prophecies in the Sibylline Oracles 3 
discussed above do mention the law in relation to gentiles. Gentiles even sing a hymn about 
the law: ‘Let us all consider the law of the highest God, for it is the most righteous of all laws 
on earth’ (no,mon u`yi,stoio qeou/ frazw,meqa pa,ntej o[ste dikaio,tatoj pe,letai pa,ntwn kata. 
gai/an, Sibylline Oracles 3. 719-720). According to Buitenwerf, ‘consider the law’ should 
possibly be understood as ‘comply with the law’.81 Buitenwerf, as already noted, believes 
that gentiles are thought to ‘adopt the Jewish religious and ethical practices’ in these 
prophecies.82 The least that can be said is that they are portrayed as falling under one law 
with Jews. A further prophecy in this book of the Sibyllines makes this explicit:  

The Immortal in starry heaven will put into effect a common law for the people, 
valid over the entire earth (koino,n te no,mon kata. gai/an a[pasan avnqrw,poij), 
applying to everything done by miserable mortals. For he is the sole God and 
there is no other (auvtoj ga.r mo,noj evsti. qeo.j kouvk e;stin e;t’ a;lloj) (Sibylline 
Oracles 3. 758-760).  

In the final section of this chapter, we will look in more detail at this text, but we can see 
here that although the issue of the circumcision of gentiles is not explicitly addressed, 
gentiles can be portrayed as following the same law as Jews in the end time. 

The same idea can be seen in Isaiah, where the nations are said to hear the way of 
God in order to walk in it: 

And many nations shall go and say, Come, and let us go up to the mountain of the 
Lord (poreu,sontai e;qnh polla. kai. evrou/sin deu/te kai. avnabw/men eivj to. o;roj 
kuri,ou), and to the house of the God of Jacob; and he will tell us his way, and we 
will walk in it (avvnaggelei/ h`min th.n od̀o.n auvtou/ kai. poreuso,meqa): for out of Sion 
shall go forth the law, and the word of the Lord (evxeleu,setai no,moj kai. lo,goj 
kuri,ou) out of Jerusalem. (Isaiah 2:3)   
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In this prophecy, the law is clearly expected to have meaning for gentiles. Walking in the 
way of God is used as a synonym for law observance in Isaiah (see e.g., Isaiah 42:24), and 
the passage might well be read as an instruction that gentiles should keep the law.83  

The exact definition of what it means when gentiles join themselves to the Lord and 
becoming his people is not given, but the law could be thought to play a role in making 
gentiles God’s people. The point is not so much that these texts clearly demand law 
observance of gentiles, but that they are open to such an interpretation. It is therefore not 
necessary to assume that any Jew who believed the end-time had come would necessarily 
oppose gentile circumcision.  

Paul, however, does oppose circumcision, and I believe Fredriksen is right to see this 
as a consequence of his particular take on the status of eschatological gentiles. His 
argumentation suggests that he attacks gentile circumcision in order to oppose full 
conversion of gentiles to become Jews. Since circumcision was considered by both Jews and 
non-Jews to be the distinguishing mark of Jews, accepting circumcision would have 
amounted to conversion and would have turned these gentiles into full proselytes; they 
would have joined the Jewish ethnos.84 Paul does not want this to happen and argues that 
someone who becomes circumcised has to follow the entire law and thus become a 
proselyte. For Paul, taking this route constitutes a denial of Christ: 

Mark my words! I, Paul, tell you that if you let yourselves be circumcised, Christ 
will be of no value to you at all (:Ide evgw. Pau/loj le,gw ùmi/n o[ti eva.n 
perite,mnhsqe( Cristo.j ùma/j ouvde.n wvfelh,sei). Again I declare to every man who 
lets himself be circumcised that he is obligated to obey the whole law 
(martu,romai de. pa,lin panti. avnqrw,pw| peritemnome,nw| o[ti ovfeile,thj evsti.n o[lon 
to.n no,mon poih/sai). You who are trying to be justified by law have been alienated 
from Christ; you have fallen away from grace. (Galatians 5:2-4) 

This passage shows that Paul’s opinion on circumcision is related to messianic eschatology: 
gentile circumcision is incompatible with Christ and to circumcise is to become alienated 
from Christ. Because Christ is the beginning of the new age, gentiles can now be accepted 
by God as gentiles. That is one of the changes the new age has brought. If non-Jews decide 
to become circumcised, they try to take a different route towards divine acceptance, 
namely that of becoming a proselyte. This route had been available before and, according to 
Paul, apparently still is, but it is a route that denies the change that Christ has made. For 
Paul, if a non-Jew is circumcised, he will have to obey the whole law; he becomes a Jew. In 
doing so, he places himself outside of the grace provided by Christ and alienates himself 
from Christ. He acts as if the world was still the same old world where in order to find 
salvation as a gentile you needed to become a Jew.85 
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So far Paul can thus be seen to stay within the bounds of Jewish tradition, as 
Fredriksen maintains; opposing gentile circumcision does not imply a criticism of the 
practice for Jews, or as such.86 However, the picture is slightly complicated by the way Paul 
argues against gentile circumcision. According to Fredriksen’s view, it would have been 
enough for Paul to say that circumcision is simply not for gentiles, because they, unlike Jews, 
do not need it.87 Yet Paul takes a very different tack, one that implies a much more radical 
critique. Immediately before the passage from Galatians just quoted, Paul equates the 
acceptance of Jewish practices by the gentile Galatians with the religious traditions they 
used to observe, and even with the powers that ruled them at that time:  

Formerly, when you did not know God, you were slaves to those who by nature 
are not gods. But now that you know God--or rather are known by God--how is it 
that you are turning back to those weak and miserable principles (nu/n de. gno,ntej 
qeo,n( ma/llon de. gnwsqe,ntej ùpo. qeou/( pw/j evpistre,fete pa,lin evpi. ta. avsqenh/ kai. 
ptwca. stoicei/a oi-j pa,lin a;nwqen douleu,ein qe,lete)? Do you wish to be enslaved 
by them all over again? You are observing special days and months and seasons 
and years (h̀me,raj parathrei/sqe kai. mh/naj kai. kairou.j kai. evniautou,j)! I fear for 
you, that somehow I have wasted my efforts on you. (Galatians 4:8-10) 

Here Paul makes a comparison that is clearly intended to be derogatory. He sums up the 
former religious practices of the Galatians and their acceptance of Jewish customs as 
‘observing special days’. Paul compares following the Jewish law with returning to slavery, 
the same kind of slavery that was associated with their idolatry in the past.88 Following the 
Jewish law would in a sense mean a return to idolatry; both entail enslavement to the 
principles (stoicei/a), the elements of the cosmos.89 This slavery is precisely what Christ had 
freed them from: 

 So also, when we were children, we were in slavery under the basic principles of 
the world (ùpo. ta. stoicei/a tou/ ko,smou). But when the time had fully come, God 

                                                                                                                                                                     
God’s grace (…), thus to fall out of the realm of this grace and to become separated from Christ (De Boer, 
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sent his Son, born of a woman, born under law, to redeem those under law, that 
we might receive the full rights of sons. Because you are sons, God sent the Spirit 
of his Son into our hearts, the Spirit who calls out, "Abba, Father." So you are no 
longer a slave, but a son; and since you are a son, God has made you also an heir. 
(Galatians 4:3-7) 

The Galatians had been freed from slavery and accepted as sons through the spirit of Christ. 
Now, if they take up the Jewish law, they voluntarily return to this slavery; as Paul put it in 
the passage on circumcision quoted above, they alienate themselves from Christ and fall 
away from grace. That is why he warns them against it in such unusually strong terms. This 
rhetoric can be understood from the paradigm of gentile eschatological inclusion, but it is 
far more polemical with regard to Jewish law and practices than other sources. The best 
explanation for these polemics seems to be that they took shape in response to the 
opposition that Paul encountered. He was faced with people who were trying to persuade 
his Galatian audience of the need to follow the law and become circumcised. These people 
whom Paul saw as his opponents were most likely Jews who shared Paul’s belief about 
Christ, but differed in their attitude towards the relevance of the law for gentiles.90  

Most scholars who discuss the debate between Paul and his opponents in Galatia 
believe that it is Paul’s attitude towards circumcision which needs explaining, whereas that 
of his opponents represented the traditional Jewish stance. Based on her analysis of Jewish 
eschatological expectations, Paula Fredriksen argues the exact opposite. Since the 
expectations about gentile eschatological exclusion in her view uniformly hold that gentiles 
do not fully convert in what she calls a ‘halakhic sense’, any Jew who suggested that gentiles 
should circumcise introduced a ‘startling novelty’. Fredriksen finds the explanation for Paul’s 
opponents’ unusual demand that gentiles circumcise, in the delayed coming of God’s 
kingdom: ‘time drags when you want it to end’.91 Fredriksen places the motivation of this 
group squarely in the spread of the gospel. Perhaps, she speculates, they feared that the 
prominence of gentiles in the movement had contributed to the rejection of the gospel by 
most Jews. Or perhaps they felt that if the spokespeople of the movement were Jews, as 
circumcised gentiles would be, their chances of success would be greater. Whatever their 
motivations, their proposal was rejected, according to Fredriksen, because a mission to 
gentiles to convert them to Judaism was too novel.92 

Several objections can be raised against Fredriksen’s reconstruction. Firstly, as 
already concluded above, Fredriksen misjudges the supposed uniformity of the 
eschatological tradition about gentiles. While some sources indeed simply describe gentiles 
abandoning their idols and turning to God, others can be read as suggesting gentile law 
observance. Again there is the danger here, which is my second objection, of seeing existing 
tradition as a blue print, or even a straightjacket, from which one would have to break free 
to make ‘startling novelties’. The end time as it was experienced by Paul and his opponents 
did not conform to any traditional expectation: it was a messianic age with a now absent 
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messiah. That there would be differing interpretations of what was required of gentiles 
under such circumstances should not surprise us. Even more so, since local communities of 
Jews and gentiles worshipping God together as one group, did not have any place in 
traditional expectations either. It might be one thing to imagine the Lord preparing a feast 
for all the nations in the end-time, as prophesied in Isaiah (Isaiah 25:6), but quite another to 
sit down for a meal together in Antioch. Such a novel situation would require a rethinking of 
previous expectations.  

In general, for gentiles who abandoned their traditional religion and chose to 
worship only the God of Israel, the normal corollary would be circumcision.93 In a sense, 
gentiles who gave up their gods but did not circumcise could be seen to enter an ethnic no 
man’s land. As the hallmark of a Jew and a convert, circumcision would relieve the tension 
that this situation might be felt to create. There is thus no need to assume that all Jews who 
believed the end-time had come with Christ would also be convinced that gentiles should 
now not become circumcised. Eschatological traditions allowed for more diversity of opinion 
and circumstances conformed less to what might have been expected.  

Paul and those whom he saw as his opponents were thus caught in unique and 
unexpected circumstances, to which they reacted in different ways. Their clash over gentile 
circumcision led to some polemical statements on the part of Paul, which in some cases 
amounted to a personal attack. With regard to his opponents, he associates circumcision 
with mutilation and castration: 94 

I wish those agitators would castrate themselves (o;felon kai. avpoko,yontai oì 
avnastatou/ntej ùma/jÅ). (Galatians 5:12) 

Watch out for those dogs, watch out for those evil workers, watch out for the 
mutilation (Ble,pete tou.j ku,naj( ble,pete tou.j kakou.j evrga,taj( ble,pete th.n 
katatomh,n). (Philippians 3:2) 

Again Paul does not discredit gentile circumcision specifically, even though this is what is at 
stake. Instead, by equating circumcision to mutilation, he reflects negatively on the practice 
as such. Those who propagate gentile circumcision are vilified by Paul. In associating 
circumcision with castration, Paul distances himself from his own tradition and taps into the 
general cultural hostility towards circumcision.95 A later decree under Antonius Pius 
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determined that the penalty for unlawful circumcision would be castration, an 
uncomfortable echo of Paul’s judgment on his opponents.96  

Unlike these opponents, Paul feels that gentiles should not become Jews, but should 
remain a separate group. Yet while Paul, in not allowing gentiles to become Jews, argues for 
a preservation of difference, he does so, rather paradoxically, by claiming that there is no 
difference:  

For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision has any value, but only 
faith expressing itself through love (evn ga.r Cristw/| VIhsou/ ou;te peritomh, ti 
ivscu,ei ou;te avkrobusti,a avlla. pi,stij diV avga,phj evnergoume,nh). (Galatians 5:6) 

Neither circumcision nor uncircumcision means anything; what counts is a new 
creation (ou;te ga.r peritomh, ti, evstin ou;te avkrobusti,a avlla. kainh. kti,sij). 
(Galatians 6:15) 

On the basis of the expectations concerning gentile eschatological salvation, we might 
expect Paul to say to gentiles: do not circumcise, because you are gentiles, not Jews. In 
effect what Paul says is, do not circumcise, because circumcision is meaningless. His position 
thus appears to turn into something of a critique on circumcision as such. Since circumcision 
no longer distinguishes those who belong to God from those who do not, the corollary 
seems to be that it no longer has no value or meaning. These two texts seem to echo the 
baptismal formula earlier in the letter, where Paul denies the distinction between Jew and 
Greek.97 All three texts offer an alternative (being ‘in Christ, Galatians 3:28; ‘faith expressing 
itself through love’, Galatians 5:6; ‘new creation’ Galatians 6:5) explains or determines the 
denial of the distinction. 

Even though Paul can describe circumcision as meaningless, whether a person 
becomes circumcised or not is still not a matter of indifference to Paul. The act is not value-
neutral for Paul: while there is nothing positive to gain in circumcising, for him there is much 
to lose in doing so. To attach meaning to circumcision in the way that gentiles would do by 
becoming circumcised would be to deny that the distinction has been both fulfilled and 
ended in Christ, as we saw above (Galatians 5:2-6). So while circumcision has no value 
according to Paul, it can still be important not to circumcise. What we see in both these 
passages is that Paul opposes circumcision to something else, in the first to faith and in the 
second to a new creation. A third variation on this pattern can be found in 1 Corinthians, 
where Paul opposes circumcision to the law: 

Was a man already circumcised when he was called? He should not become 
uncircumcised. Was a man uncircumcised when he was called? He should not be 
circumcised. Circumcision is nothing and uncircumcision is nothing. Keeping God's 
commands is what counts (h` peritomh. ouvde,n evstin kai. h̀ avkrobusti,a ouvde,n 
evstin( avlla. th,rhsij evntolw/n qeou/Å). (1 Corinthians 7:18-19) 
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In this chapter of the letter to the Corinthians, Paul deals with the issue of marriage. He 
addresses various groups about how to act in marriage and whether to become or stay 
married. To illustrate his point that there is no need to change, Paul gives the examples of 
circumcision and slavery.98 In light of the messianic age in both these cases, the rule is: stay 
as you are (though Paul undermines this rule with his advice to slaves, as we shall see in 
Chapter III). Since both circumcision and uncircumcision are nothing, there is no need to 
change. Paul then comes up with the unusual statement that what counts is keeping God’s 
commandments. For many Jews, circumcision would be very much a part of God’s 
commandments, but evidently not for Paul.99  

Paul can thus subordinate circumcision to other things, such as faith, or God’s 
commandments. Paul can also subordinate physical circumcision to metaphorical 
circumcision, which then becomes the true measure of a person:  

A man is not a Jew if he is only one outwardly, nor is circumcision merely outward 
and physical (kai. krinei/ h` evk fu,sewj avkrobusti,a to.n no,mon telou/sa se. to.n dia. 
gra,mmatoj kai. peritomh/j paraba,thn no,mou). No, a man is a Jew if he is one 
inwardly; and circumcision is circumcision of the heart, by the Spirit, not by the 
written code (avllV o ̀evn tw/| kruptw/| VIoudai/oj( kai. peritomh. kardi,aj evn pneu,mati 
ouv gra,mmati( ou- o ̀ e;painoj ouvk evx avnqrw,pwn avllV evk tou/ qeou/). Such a man's 
praise is not from men, but from God. (Romans 2:28-29) 

The real meaning of circumcision apparently is its metaphorical meaning. Being circumcised 
and being a Jew is presented here as a desirable state, yet the meaning of circumcision is 
transformed from a physical to a spiritual state. John Barclay notes that while the 
juxtaposition of these two types of circumcision is a familiar theme in Jewish literature, Paul 
departs from his predecessors in the ‘sharpness of the antithesis’ between the two, as well 
as in suggesting that circumcision of the heart is the only kind that matters and is possible 
for gentiles and Jews both.100 The same thought is found in the letter to the Philippians, 
immediately after Paul has attacked his opponents who do feel that physical circumcision 
matters: 

For it is we who are the circumcision, we who worship by the Spirit of God, who 
glory in Christ Jesus, and who put no confidence in the flesh (h`mei/j ga,r evsmen h̀ 
peritomh,( oì pneu,mati qeou/ latreu,ontej kai. kaucw,menoi evn Cristw/| VIhsou/ kai. 
ouvk evn sarki. pepoiqo,tej). (Philippians 3:3) 

Circumcision is still a worthwhile identity to claim, but in this passage, as discussed above, 
Paul transforms its meaning. It now excludes those Jewish Christians who argue for 
circumcision, but includes gentiles who share Paul’s faith in Christ. Like Paul, Philo places 
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value on a metaphorical interpretation of circumcision. To him, circumcision stands for a 
curbing of passion and impiety. However, he does insist on keeping the actual practice of 
circumcision, and maintains that it offers several practical advantages, such as hygiene and 
more successful procreation.101 Philo’s argument that literal observance of circumcision is 
required, in spite of its allegorical meaning, suggests that there were those who abandoned 
the practice of circumcision. While valuing the allegorical meaning, and apparently not 
repudiating Judaism, they no longer felt the need to circumcise.102 There is other evidence 
that some Jews neglected circumcision or underwent a procedure known as epispasm, 
intended to reverse the effect of circumcision.103 Paul also knows of this practice, as we saw 
in the passages from 1 Corinthians, where he advises believers not to become 
‘uncircumcised’ (evpispa,omai).  

Several Jewish sources of the period condemn the practice of epispasm.104 The 
attitudes towards circumcision in Greek culture would have made life difficult for some 
Jews, since the Greek and Roman aversion to circumcision put pressure on those who 
wanted to take part in all aspects of Greek society.105 In this whole debate, Paul takes up a 
unique position. He prioritises metaphorical circumcision, rejects physical circumcision of 
gentiles, and discredits the practice of circumcision by equating it with mutilation. He still 
claims the term circumcision to denote closeness to God, but applies it to people who are 
not physically circumcised. It is little wonder that this idiosyncratic approach to circumcision 
gained a hostile response from some of Paul’s Jewish contemporaries.106 

In response to this opposition, Paul does not argue about the end-time and its 
consequences for gentiles, but rather about faith and new creation, which have 
consequences for both Jew and gentile.107 We cannot therefore say, with Fredriksen, that 
Paul’s eschatology provides a complete explanation of his view on circumcision, nor that this 
view falls within the existing tradition of gentile eschatological exclusion. While the latter 
still provides the best explanation for his basic stance on gentile circumcision, the direct 
polemic with those who argued in favour of circumcision of gentiles should be seen as an 
important influence on his thought and the cause of his more extreme statements. For Paul, 
circumcision was not only of no value to gentiles, it had also lost certain aspects of its 
meaning in general, since for the first time, in the messianic age it no longer distinguishes 
those who belong to God’s people from those who do not. Paul’s language and thought 
shows a degree of flexibility; in spite of his negative remarks about circumcision for gentiles, 
he can still use circumcision as a category of privileged identity. Paul can claim to be the 
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circumcision and intend the term as positive reference to God’s people, both Jews and non-
Jews.  

2.4 Abraham, Father of Jew and Gentile 

The same flexibility and creativity with regard to tradition is evident in Paul’s redefinition of 
Abrahamic ancestry. As noted, in the letter to the Galatians, Paul is involved in a discussion 
with opponents who felt that gentiles needed to become circumcised and follow the law, in 
order to belong to God. Paul is clearly concerned that these opponents have been 
successful. He fears that his audience has been persuaded to accept their view and will 
decide to start following the Jewish law. Throughout the letter to the Galatians, Paul argues 
passionately that such a move is not necessary, and would even complicate their situation.  

As part of his argument, Paul sets out his views about who counts as the 
descendants of Abraham. It has been suggested that it is not Paul himself who is concerned 
about Abraham in relation to gentiles, but that his opponents brought Abraham up in the 
course of their argument, therefore necessitating a reply from Paul.108 As far as we can 
reconstruct their argument, it seems entirely possible that Paul’s opponents, if they felt that 
only full conversion of gentiles was acceptable, would present belonging to Abraham as a 
desirable state to their gentile audience.109 Since observance of the Jewish law was seen as 
the defining characteristic of those who belong to Abraham’s kin, the figure of Abraham 
would serve their argument very well.110 Paul, then, replies with his own version of who 
counts as Abraham’s heirs, and he does so with conviction.111 He uses the claim that 
Abraham is the ancestor of both Jews and gentiles, to support his case that the gentile 
Galatians do not need the Jewish law to become his offspring.   

Paul’s argument about Abraham, however, takes up a tradition that was rarely 
referred to in other Jewish texts: the notion of the blessing of the nations in Abraham 
(Genesis 12:3 and 18:18):  

 
Consider Abraham: "He believed God, and it was reckoned to him as 
righteousness" (kaqw.j VAbraa.m evpi,steusen tw/| qew/|( kai. evlogi,sqh auvtw/| eivj 
dikaiosu,nhn). Understand, then, that those from faith are children of Abraham 
(Ginw,skete a;ra o[ti oì evk pi,stewj( ou-toi ui`oi, eivsin VAbraa,m). The Scripture 
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foresaw that God would justify the gentiles by faith, and announced the gospel in 
advance to Abraham: "All nations will be blessed through you" (proi?dou/sa de. h` 
grafh. o[ti evk pi,stewj dikaioi/ ta. e;qnh ò qeo.j( proeuhggeli,sato tw/| VAbraa.m o[ti 
VEneuloghqh,sontai evn soi. pa,nta ta. e;qnh). So those from faith are blessed along 
with Abraham, the man of faith (w[ste oì evk pi,stewj euvlogou/ntai su.n tw/| pistw/| 
VAbraa,).(Galatians 3:6-9) 
 

The motif that Paul uses here, of Abraham as the father to many nations, is seldom reflected 
on in contemporary literature, but serves him well to refute the claim that Abraham was 
father of the Jews only, and that a gentile ought to become a Jew in order to belong to 
Abraham.112 Both in Galatians and in Romans, where Paul also discusses Abrahamic descent, 
the blessing of the nations plays a central role in Paul’s argument in connection to faith. It 
was a theme that enabled Paul to connect Abraham to gentiles, when he was generally seen 
as the ancestor of Jews only.  

This passage thus explains that the key to gentile access to Abraham lies in faith 
(pi,stij). Paul argues that because Abraham ‘believed God (evpi,steusen tw/| qew) and it was 
reckoned to him as righteousness’ (Genesis 15:6), ‘those from faith’ (oì evk pi,stewj), including 
the Galatians, count as his sons (Galatians 3:7). The clause ‘those from faith’ is usually 
translated as ‘those who believe’.113 This interpretation makes sense of the contrast that 
Paul evokes between faith and the works of the law (evx e;rgwn no,mou h' evx avkoh/j pi,stewj) 
just before this passage, when he asks his audience on what basis they received the spirit 
(Galatians 3:1-5). As consequence of their faith, ‘those who believe’, and, it is implied, not 
those from the law, will be blessed with Abraham (Galatians 3: 8-9). 

This crucial nominative phrase ‘those from faith’ (oì evk pi,stewj), is read very 
differently in the ‘radical new perspective’. Both Pamela Eisenbaum and Caroline Johnson 
Hodge argue that faith is not considered here by Paul as a characteristic of the Galatians, 
but primarily as a characteristic of Abraham. Given that Paul’s argument deals with kinship, 
Eisenbaum and Johnson Hodge believe the term ‘those from faith’ should be interpreted to 
mean ‘those descended of faith’ or ‘those who descend from faithfulness’.114 The faith or 
faithfulness in question is not that of the Galatians, but of Abraham, and refers to his 
faithful response to God’s promises as told in Genesis (Genesis 12:3, 15:3-6, 18:18). In this 
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view, it is not their own faith that makes gentiles right with the God of Israel; they are the 
recipients of the promise, because of Abraham’s faithfulness, not their own attitude.  

Eisenbaum and Johnson Hodge’s interpretation of ‘faith’ (pi,stij) in this passage is 
connected with their tendency to read the clause pistis Christou (pi,stij cristou/), which is 
generally, also in this study, translated as ‘faith in Christ’, as a reference to the faithfulness 
of Christ.115 In connection with Christ, pistis is taken to be a quality of Christ, not of someone 
who has faith in him. A major objection to this interpretation, apart from the fact that it 
runs counter to Paul’s argument in this and other passages, is that Paul does not refer to 
Christ’s ‘obedient’ death and resurrection apart from this clause.116 He is very clear, 
however, about the importance of faith (pi,stij) as a quality of his audience and praises 
them for it. Given the centrality of Christ in Paul’s message, we can wonder what this faith 
would be about, if it were not ‘faith in Christ’. Rather, an interpretation of pistis Christou as 
referring to the believers attitude towards Christ as lord and God’s actions in sending and 
raising him, make best sense of the way Paul refers to faith throughout his letters.117 

Because faith is not defined as a quality of the Galatians by Eisenbaum and Johnson 
Hodge, even though Paul talks about faith in relation to them in the opening verses of the 
chapter (Galatians 3:2-5), it follows that the newly defined descendants of Abraham, those 
who arise out of his faith, are the gentiles in general. Paul would then argue that descent 
occurs ‘out of the faithfulness of Abraham’, but would leave us none the wiser, in this 
perspective, as to who these descendants are, beyond the fact that they are gentiles.118  

This leads to a rather strained reading of the chapter, since the polemical tone and 
argument seem to lose their impetus. Eisenbaum stresses that the purpose of Paul’s mission 
is ‘to integrate all these various non-Jewish peoples into the Abrahamic family’, but she 
leaves unexplained what view of Abraham Paul argues against here. As we will see below, 
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Paul clearly opposes faith to the law in this chapter (Galatians 3:2, 10-14), and writes that 
the law had a function until faith came (Galatians 3:22-25), a sequence of events that 
cannot refer to the faith of Abraham.119 While the translation ‘those descending from 
[Abraham’s] faith’ may thus make good sense in the context of kinship language, it makes 
little sense as an exclusive category in Paul’s overall argument. Paul rather establishes a 
connection in the chapter between the faith of Abraham, of Christ and of his audience, 
whom he can call ‘those who believe’ (toi/j pisteu,ousin, Galatians 3:22). 

Paul brings in the link between Abraham and Christ in the second part of the 
chapter, by interpreting the seed of Abraham, to whom the promise is given, as a reference 
to Christ:  

 
The promises were spoken to Abraham and to his seed (tw/| de. VAbraa.m evrre,qhsan 
aì evpaggeli,ai kai. tw/| spe,rmati auvtou/). The Scripture does not say ‘and to seeds,’ 
meaning many people, but ‘and to your seed’, meaning one person, who is Christ 
(ouv le,gei( Kai. toi/j spe,rmasin( ẁj evpi. pollw/n( avllV wj̀ evfV e`no,j( Kai. tw/| 
spe,rmati, sou( o[j evstin Cristo,j). (Galatians 3:16) 
 

According to Paul, the singular form of the noun ‘seed’ in Greek (spe,rma) indicates its 
reference to a single descendant (Galatians 3:16).120 He appears to argue against a specific 
understanding of Abraham’s seed here, when emphasising that ‘seed’ is not used in a plural 
form, as if it were referring to many people (w`j evpi. pollw/n, 3:16). By identifying Christ as 
the singular seed of Abraham, Paul challenges the traditional interpretation that the Jewish 
people collectively constituted Abraham’s seed.121 

At the end of the chapter, Paul then explains how Christ as the seed connects his 
audience to Abraham. By citing the formula which is central to this study, a formula 
associated with baptism, Paul reminds his audience of something that they are already 
familiar with: ‘there is neither Jew nor Greek, neither slave nor free, nor male and female, 
because you are all one in Christ Jesus’ (Galatians 3:28). From this baptismal inclusion into 
Christ, using the logic of incorporation, Paul can then draw his conclusion and give his 
bottom line: ‘if you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s seed, heirs according to the 
promise’ (Galatians 3:29). Both Jew and gentile are ‘in Christ’ and therefore both are 
Abraham’s seed and heir. 

Halfway through the chapter, Paul brings in a central point, that of the law (Galatians 
3:17-25). This is probably intended to cut off a possible criticism since, as already noted, 
Abraham and the law were closely associated in contemporary Jewish thought. Because 
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Paul has singled out faith as the crucial factor for gentile inclusion into Abraham, and has 
opposed faith to the law (Galatians 3:10-14), he has left himself open to questions about the 
status of the law. In contemporary sources, Abraham was associated with law observance in 
general, and circumcision in particular, precisely those issues against which Paul argues. He 
therefore takes pains to separate Abraham from the law of Moses, a separation for which 
he has two justifications. He points out firstly that God’s dealings with Abraham preceded 
those with Moses, and secondly that they were handled by God in person, while Moses 
functioned as a mediator and had to interact with angels (Galatians 3:17; 19-20).122 The law, 
he concludes, is therefore secondary to the promise to Abraham, and cannot change 
anything about it (Galatians 3:17-20). Its function was only temporary, and has ended with 
the coming of Christ (Galatians 3:19; 23-25). We will come back to this passage and Paul’s 
attitude towards the law in the next section. We can note here in conclusion about Paul’s 
discussion of Abraham in Galatians, that the polemic against the law serves to emphasise 
that kinship with Abraham is formed through Christ, rather than through the law. Because 
the promise trumps the law, because the coming of the seed ends the law, those in Christ, 
both Jew and Greek are the newly-understood descendants of Abraham.  

In the letter to the Romans, Paul develops a similar argument with regard to 
Abraham, again denying law observance and circumcision as prerequisites for having him as 
an ancestor and again extending his ancestry to non-Jews, based on faith:123  

Is this blessedness, then, pronounced only on the circumcised, or also on the 
uncircumcised (o ̀ makarismo.j ou=n ou-toj evpi. th.n peritomh.n h' kai. evpi. th.n 
avkrobusti,)? We say, ‘Faith was reckoned to Abraham as righteousness’ 
(VElogi,sqh tw/| VAbraa.m h` pi,stij eivj dikaiosu,nhn). How then was it reckoned to 
him? Was it before or after he had been circumcised (evn peritomh/| o;nti h' evn 
avkrobusti,a|È ouvk evn peritomh/| avllV evn avkrobusti,a|)? It was not after, but before he 
was circumcised. He received the sign of circumcision as a seal of the 
righteousness that he had by faith while he was still uncircumcised (kai. shmei/on 
e;laben peritomh/j sfragi/da th/j dikaiosu,nhj th/j pi,stewj th/j evn th/| avkrobusti,a). 
The purpose was to make him the ancestor of all who believe without being 
circumcised and who thus have righteousness reckoned to them, and likewise the 
ancestor of the circumcised who are not only circumcised but who also follow the 
example of the faith that our ancestor Abraham had before he was circumcised 
(eivj to. ei=nai auvto.n pate,ra pa,ntwn tw/n pisteuo,ntwn diV avkrobusti,aj( eivj to. 
logisqh/nai Îkai.Ð auvtoi/j Îth.nÐ dikaiosu,nhn( kai. pate,ra peritomh/j toi/j ouvk evk 
peritomh/j mo,non avlla. kai. toi/j stoicou/sin toi/j i;cnesin th/j evn avkrobusti,a| 
pi,stewj tou/ patro.j h̀mw/n VAbraa,m). (Romans 4:9-12) 

Here, the circumcision of Abraham himself becomes important to the argument. Abraham 
was regarded as righteous by God when he had not yet been circumcised (Genesis 15:6); he 
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 According to James Dunn, the contrast with Moses is clearly negative, while the reference to angels ‘is 
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was only later circumcised to confirm this righteousness. Abraham thus becomes a dual 
character, both circumcised and uncircumcised, and can be the ancestor to both groups, as 
long as they follow Abraham’s example of faith. He is the father of the uncircumcised 
believers (4:11), who have righteousness reckoned to them on the basis of their faith, just as 
Abraham’s faith was reckoned to him as righteousness while he was still uncircumcised 
(Genesis 15:6). He is also the father of the circumcised (4:12), when they are not only 
circumcised, but also have the same faith that Abraham had before he was circumcised. 
Paul thus shows that circumcision alone is not enough to create kinship with Abraham.124 
Just as in Galatians 3, in Romans Paul inserts faith as a necessary requirement for belonging 
to Abraham, thereby redefining who belongs to Abraham. He not only extends his ancestry 
to certain uncircumcised gentiles, but limits it to those of his circumcised descendants who 
follow in his messianic faith. Eisenbaum’s notion that Paul merely adds a second line of 
descent from Abraham is not confirmed in our analysis, since Paul also opposes existing 
assumptions about who counts as Abraham’s children. In Paul’s redefinition of Abraham and 
of circumcision, his view of the law already comes up as an important corollary issue. We 
will therefore now extend our exploration of this subject and turn to the question of Paul’s 
attitude to the law as part of his eschatological perspective. 

2.5 Paul and the Law 

It may seem foolish to attempt to outline here an issue as complex and divisive as Paul’s 
thought on the law. Yet it will be helpful to reflect on some aspects of this crucial topic, a 
topic closely connected to Paul’s ideas about Jews and gentiles. We can build on our 
discussion of circumcision and Abraham, which has already set up some of the important 
questions and passages. Having a clearer sense of Paul’s attitude toward the law will enable 
us to understand how his ideas relate to contemporary thought on human unity and 
interconnectedness, to which we will turn in the second part of this chapter. Some 
contemporary sources describe an ideal future in terms of the absence of boundaries, with a 
single law governing all people. Paul’s various statements on the law should therefore be 
included in an analysis that aims to place his thought in the context of the cultural 
conversation on ethnic difference and unity of his time. 

Given the central importance of eschatological unity for Paul’s attitude towards Jews 
and gentiles, the exploration of Paul’s ideas about the law here will focus on those aspects 
that are explicitly connected to his eschatology. While the importance of eschatology for 
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Paul’s thought is generally recognised, it is striking that his attitude towards the law can still 
be analysed by scholars without reference to his focus on the messianic age or the end 
time.125 

In Eisenbaum’s take on Paul, however, the end time is the decisive factor, also when it 
comes to the law. It is because the end time allows the acceptance of gentiles by God as 
gentiles, that the law no longer has relevance for them. Whatever Paul’s comments about 
the Jewish law are, they are, according to Eisenbaum, meant to address the question of the 
way in which Torah relates to gentiles.126 Christ is, in her words, ‘an extrasystemic means of 
incorporating Gentiles into God’s family’.127 The systemic means, the Torah and covenant, 
remain in place for Jews and Paul ‘never speaks against Jews’ observance of Torah’.128  

Yet as we have seen in connection with circumcision, it cannot simply be concluded 
that any negative remarks Paul’s makes about the law result from the fact that he was 
opposing its relevance for gentiles. Not only does Paul nowhere make this specific point 
explicit, he also criticises the law in a wider sense. This is evident in the passage from 
Galatians discussed earlier, where Paul contrasts the promise to Abraham to the law of 
Moses. This passage leads up to the central text of this study, and argues the temporality of 
the law which acted as a pedagogue until Christ came. Since it emphasises the place of the 
law in God’s plan, it is a key text in understanding Paul’s idea of the law in connection with 
the end time.  

The argument that Paul makes about Abraham in Galatians 3 has already been 
discussed above (section 2.4). To sum up briefly, the main emphasis in this chapter is on the 
importance of God’s promise to Abraham, and the fact that both Jews and gentiles can 
belong to his family as recipients of this promise. Since the overall issue of the letter is the 
question of gentile law-observance, particularly circumcision, Paul’s redefinition of 
Abrahamic ancestry serves to bolster his point that gentiles do not need to accept the 
Jewish law. Paul then needs to address the position of the law; if there is no reason to 
follow the law in order to belong to Abraham, if the law does not affect the promise, then 
why does it exist?129 How do these two entities, the promise and the law, relate to each 
other? 
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My point is this: the law, which came four hundred and thirty years later, does 
not annul a covenant previously ratified by God, so as to nullify the promise. For 
if the inheritance comes from the law, it no longer comes from the promise; but 
God granted it to Abraham through the promise. Why then the law (Ti, ou=n ò 
no,moj)? It was added because of transgressions, until the offspring would come to 
whom the promise had been made; and it was ordained through angels in the 
hands of a mediator (mesi,tou). Now a mediator involves more than one party; but 
God is one. Is the law then opposed to the promises of God? Certainly not! For if 
a law had been given that could make alive, then righteousness would indeed 
come through the law (o;ntwj evk no,mou a'n h=n h̀ dikaiosu,nh). But the scripture 
imprisoned (sune,kleisen) all things under the power of sin, so that what was 
promised through faith in Jesus Christ might be given to those who believe. Now 
before faith came, we were guarded and imprisoned under the law (ùpo. no,mon 
evfrourou,meqa sugkleio,menoi) until faith would be revealed. Therefore the law 
was our disciplinarian (paidagwgo,j) until Christ came, so that we might be 
justified by faith. But now that faith has come, we are no longer subject to a 
disciplinarian (Galatians 3:17-25) 

Paul explains the relationship between God’s promise to Abraham and the law of Moses by 
saying that the latter served an interim function: it came several hundred years after the 
promise, and functioned until the fulfilment of the promise came. The temporary character 
of the law is emphasised here: the law came ‘four hundred and thirty years later’ (ò meta. 
tetrako,sia kai. tria,konta e;th gegonw.j no,moj 3:17) and was added ‘until the offspring 
would come’ (a;crij ou- e;lqh| to. spe,rma 3:19). It functioned ‘before faith came’ (pro. tou/ de. 
evlqei/n th.n pi,stin) and ‘until faith would be revealed’ (eivj th.n me,llousan pi,stin 
avpokalufqh/nai 3:23). The law is thus portrayed as secondary to the promise and as only 
temporary, after Abraham and until Christ.  

Three further characteristics indicate that Paul paints a rather negative picture of the 
law here. The law was added ‘because of transgressions’ (tw/n paraba,sewn ca,rin prosete,qh, 
3:19).130 Furthermore, it did not come directly from God, as the promise did, but via angels 
and through a mediator (mesi,thj, 3:19,20).131 And finally, it served to guard and imprison 
(u`po. no,mon evfrourou,meqa sugkleio,menoi, 3:23), as a pedagogue (paidagwgo,j, 3:23-24).132 
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While the exact nature of each of these characteristic is debated, especially the extent to 
which they should be seen as a expressing a negative view of the law, in the context of the 
chapter and the letter as a whole, their tone should be clear. Up until this passage, Paul has 
consistently denied a positive role to the law, saying that through the law he ‘died to the 
law’ (Galatians 2:19) and that the law brings a curse (3:10-12).133 His explanation of the 
secondary and temporary nature of the law of Moses fits with the antagonistic attitude he 
displays in these chapters.134 

There is a limit, however, to Paul’s prioritising of the promise at the expense of the 
law. He still wants to maintain that both are part of the same plan: the law is not opposed to 
God’s promises.135 Yet rather than attribute this plan to God, Paul brings in scripture as the 
agent who ‘imprisoned (sune,kleisen) all things under the power of sin’ (Galatians 3:22). 
Scripture functions as a kind of intermediary between God and the law, allowing Paul to fit 
the law, in spite of the negative way he has characterised it, into the ultimate fulfilment of 
God’s plan of the promise to Abraham through faith.136 

It can be asked what Paul actually explains about the law in this passage, since it is still 
unclear why the law was necessary to bridge the period between the promise to Abraham 
and its fulfilment in Christ. What is clear is that the negative terms that are connected with 
the law here, such as transgressions, sin, and confinement, suit the purpose of the letter, 
which is to dissuade Paul’s Galatian audience from accepting the law and seeing it as a 
positive factor that will allow them to become part of God’s people.137  

With hindsight, Paul can clearly see the shortcomings of the law. There is an element 
here, I would suggest, of Paul arguing ‘from solution to plight’: the law could not work, 
because it did not work, and we know that it did not work because Christ came.138 This 
comes to the fore in a statement such as ‘if a law had been given that could make alive, then 
righteousness would indeed come through the law’ (Galatians 3:21, cf. Romans 8:3). Yet 
whatever the obscurities in Paul’s argument, he evidently aims to undermine the idea of 
gentile law observance by showing the temporary and limited function of the law of Moses. 
He does so by arguing about the law as such, and does not specify its relation to gentiles.  

It is difficult to maintain, therefore, that Paul’s answer to the question ‘why then the 
law’, is that the promise is for gentiles and the law for Jews, as the ‘radical new perspective’ 
suggests. This would have been a clear solution to the problem that Paul created by 
redefining the children of Abraham as being apart from the law, but it is not the one that he 
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provides.139 The answer Paul comes up with is rather less clear cut, since it involves 
distancing the law from God, while still maintaining that it does not go against God’s 
promise.  

On the other hand, the ‘new perspective’ appears hesitant to draw the full conclusions 
from its own reading. There is no indication that it is only certain functions or aspects of the 
law, such as those that serve to distinguish Jews from gentiles, that are at stake here, as the 
Dunn claims.140 Paul appears to be discussing the law as a whole, not merely the law ‘taken 
over too completely by Israel’, or a misunderstanding of the law in ‘a misplaced emphasis on 
boundary-marking ritual’, as Dunn maintains.141 Paul describes the law of Moses as having a 
function until Christ, the seed of Abraham came. Now that Christ has come, those who are 
in Christ, both Jew and Greek, are God’s sons, and therefore Abraham’s children and heirs 
(Galatians 3:28-29). We will come back to the question of the law in both the ‘new’ and the 
‘radical new’ perspective below, but will first turn to the law in Paul’s letter to the Romans. 

The fact that Paul's view of the temporary nature of the law is closely bound up with 
his message about Jews and gentiles is confirmed in Romans. Two passages will serve to 
illustrate this. The first is the end of Romans 3, where Paul argues that the circumcised and 
the uncircumcised are all justified through faith. Paul develops a theme here that was 
already set out in the first two chapters of Romans, about Jew and Greek being in the same 
position before God. As he famously writes of his message in the opening section of 
Romans, ‘For I am not ashamed of the gospel; it is the power of God for salvation to 
everyone who has faith, to the Jew first and also to the Greek (du,namij ga.r qeou/ evstin eivj 
swthri,an panti. tw/| pisteu,onti( VIoudai,w| te prw/ton kai. {Ellhni, Romans 1:16). This theme 
of ‘Jew first and also Greek’ recurs in the next chapter, in connection with God’s judgement:  

There will be anguish and distress for everyone who does evil, the Jew first and 
also the Greek (VIoudai,ou te prw/ton kai. {Ellhnoj), but glory and honour and 
peace for everyone who does good, the Jew first and also the Greek (VIoudai,w| te 
prw/ton kai. {Ellhni). For God shows no partiality (ouv ga,r evstin proswpolhmyi,a 
para. tw/| qew/|). (Romans 2:9-11) 

As a concept, God’s impartial judgement can be widely found in contemporary Jewish 
thought; it is seen as an ‘axiomatic attribute of God’.142 Paul’s specific understanding of this 
impartiality, however, as not distinguishing between Jew and gentile is not found 
elsewhere. This particular interpretation of the theme of divine impartiality is of essential 
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importance in Romans and is closely related to the letter’s theme of the righteousness of 
God.143  

The impartiality of God in connection with his judgement provides a necessary 
supposition for Paul’s subsequent claim that ‘we have already charged that all, both Jews 
and Greeks, are under the power of sin’ (proh|tiasa,meqa ga.r VIoudai,ouj te kai. {Ellhnaj 
pa,ntaj ùfV àmarti,an ei=nai, Romans 3:9). While Paul has in fact not made this charge yet, 
but does so in a series of quotations that follows after this verse, he has made the point that 
God’s judgement does not distinguish between Jews and Greeks. He then builds on this 
impartiality to argue that there is also no impartiality when it comes to grace and 
justification. 

In the climax of this part of the letter, Paul presents his solution to the problem that 
all human beings are under sin: 

But now (Nuni. de), irrespective of the law (cwri.j no,mou), the righteousness of 
God has been disclosed, and is attested by the law and the prophets (tou/ no,mou 
kai. tw/n profhtw/n), the righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ for all 
who believe. For there is no distinction (ouv ga,r evstin diastolh,), since all have 
sinned and fall short of the glory of God; they are now justified by his grace as a 
gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus, whom God put forward as a 
sacrifice of atonement by his blood, effective through faith. He did this to show 
his righteousness, because in his divine forbearance he had passed over the sins 
previously committed; it was to prove at the present time (evn tw/| nu/n kairw/|() 
that he himself is righteous and that he justifies the one who has faith in Jesus. 
Then what becomes of boasting? It is excluded. By what law (dia. poi,ou no,mou)? 
By that of works (tw/n e;rgwn)? No, but by the law of faith (dia. no,mou pi,stewj). For 
we hold that a person is justified by faith apart from works prescribed by the law 
(cwri.j e;rgwn no,mou). Or is God the God of Jews only? Is he not the God of 
Gentiles also? Yes, of Gentiles also, since God is one; and he will justify the 
circumcised on the ground of faith and the uncircumcised through that same 
faith (o ̀ qeo,j o]j dikaiw,sei peritomh.n evk pi,stewj kai. avkrobusti,an dia. th/j 
pi,stewj). Do we then overthrow the law by this faith? By no means! On the 
contrary, we uphold the law. (Romans 3:21-31) 

We can by no means address all the issues that play a role in this complex passage. What is 
important for our purposes is to see that Paul again addresses a temporal aspect of the law, 
‘now’ the righteousness of God has been disclosed, that is apart from the law (3:21), to  
prove his justice ‘at the present time’ (evn tw/| nu/n kairw/|, 3:26). Even though the story Paul 
tells about the law here has somewhat different emphases when compared with the 
passage from Galatians discussed above, Paul reaches a similar conclusion about faith in 
Christ and its relevance for the position of Jew and non-Jew before God. As in Galatians, the 
element of time is important: now (nuni.), righteousness from God is made known which is 
irrespective of, or outside of the law (cwri.j no,mou), while still being attested by the law and 
the prophets (3:21).144 The law thus appears to function as scripture, and it is most likely in 
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this sense that Paul can claim that he upholds the law (no,mon i`sta,nomen, 3:31), as he goes on 
to discuss what is written about Abraham.145 He maintains, though, that the law does not 
play a role in God’s righteousness. The law is replaced by faith, and both the uncircumcised 
and the circumcised can, only ‘now’, be justified through faith, without distinction.146    

For Eisenbaum, this passage is ‘arguably the most important in Paul’s letters’.147 Paul 
here describes ‘the ingathering of the nations at the culmination of history’.148 He assures 
his gentile audience that they will be part of the redemption along with the Jews, who are 
part of this same redemption. Eisenbaum makes her interpretation explicit by inserting 
some crucial additions to her translation of Paul’s declaration about faith, or faithfulness: 
God is one, it is he who ‘justifies the circumcised out of [his] faithfulness [to the covenant] 
and the uncircumcised through faithfulness [of Jesus]’ (Romans 3:30). Her reading of the 
passage thus requires that the two pistis-clauses refer to two different types of faithfulness, 
with God being the subject of one and Christ of the other. Since the objects of the two types 
of pistis can then be understood as Jews and gentiles respectively, the passage can be 
understood as a cornerstone of the idea that Christ only saves gentiles, since Jews already 
have the Torah. 

The interpretation of pistis Christou as the ‘faithfulness of Christ’ was already 
discussed above, where this translation was criticised. Apart from this clause, it is 
questionable whether Eisenbaum’s reading makes sense of the important question Paul 
asks in this passage: For we hold that a person is justified by faith apart from works 
prescribed by the law. Or is God the God of Jews only? (3:28-29). In order for the question 
to lead logically from what precedes it, justification though works must be something 
associated with the idea that God is the God of Jews only, it must require that gentiles are 
excluded. Otherwise Paul’s question does not follow from his previous statements. 
Eisenbaum, however, paraphrases Paul’s argument about justification and law as:  

‘Were Jews ever made righteous before God merely by fulfilling the requirements 
of Torah? Of course not! Rather it’s been through trusting God. For we know that 
for anyone to be righteous in God’s sight, that one must be faithful above all 
else—must trust God’s promises—and this is true whether or not the person 
fulfils the requirements of Torah. Or does God belong exclusively to Jews?’149  
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According to Eisenbaum, Paul thus argues against the view that Jews are justified through 
Torah observance, and claims instead that it is faithfulness and trust that are essential. It is 
difficult to see, however, how such an opposition between Jewish attitudes towards Torah, 
could lead to the question of whether God is the God of Jews only. The logic of the 
argument requires that ‘works of the law’ forms a distinction between Jew and gentile, a 
distinction that can then be rectified with the assertion that God is one (3:30).150 Since 
Eisenbaum asserts that Paul uses pistis in this passage to describe the correct attitude 
towards the Torah for Jews, it becomes very unclear how all of this relates to gentiles, 
which, according to Eisenbaum, is in fact Paul’s only concern. Not only is the urgency of the 
question whether God is the God of Jews alone completely absent in this reading, it also 
assumes that Paul distinguishes between two types of faith, or faithfulness, when there is 
no indication in the passage that this is where Paul is heading. Eisenbaum’s reading of this 
crucial passage then does not convince, since it appears to bring a pre-conceived notion of 
Paul’s understanding of salvation to the text. 

We now turn to the third and final passage that discusses the temporary nature of the 
law, and the consequences for Jews and gentiles, which occurs in Romans 10. Here Paul 
describes Christ as the telos, the end or goal of the law (Romans 10:4). This statement, just 
as the passages from Galatians 3 and Romans 3, leads up to a conclusion about Jew and 
Greek: 

I can testify that they have a zeal for God, but it is not enlightened (o[ti zh/lon 
qeou/ e;cousin avllV ouv katV evpi,gnwsin). For, being ignorant of the righteousness 
that comes from God, and seeking to establish their own (th.n ivdi,an dikaiosu,nhn 
zhtou/ntej sth/sai), they have not submitted to God’s righteousness (th/| 
dikaiosu,nh| tou/ qeou/ ouvc ùpeta,ghsan). For Christ is the end of the law so that 
there may be righteousness for everyone who believes (te,loj ga.r no,mou Cristo.j 
eivj dikaiosu,nhn panti. tw/| pisteu,onti). (…) For one believes with the heart and so 
is justified, and one confesses with the mouth and so is saved. The scripture says, 
‘No one who believes in him will be put to shame.’ For there is no distinction 
between Jew and Greek (ouv ga,r evstin diastolh. vIoudai,ou te kai.  [Ellhnoj); the 
same Lord is Lord of all and is generous to all who call on him.  (Romans 10:2-4; 
10-12) 

While the passage from Galatians discussed above reflects a polemic between Paul and 
fellow Christ-believing Jews, who have tried to persuade the Galatians of a different view of 
the law, the issue that Paul deals with in this passage and in this part of Romans as a whole 
(Romans 9-11), is most likely Jews who do not share his convictions about Christ.151 It is 
these Jews to whom Paul refers when he states that ‘not all who are descended from Israel 
are Israel’ (Romans 9:6), and whom he describes as the natural branches that have been cut 
off temporarily from the olive tree (Romans 11:17-24). In Romans 10, Paul explains where 
he believes these Jews go wrong: they are zealous for God, but they do not recognise the 
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righteousness of God.152 They try to establish their own righteousness (th.n ivdi,an 
dikaiosu,nhn), rather than accept God’s (Romans 10:2-3).  

Paul rounds off his explanation by stating what these Jews have missed: ‘for Christ is 
the end of the law so that there may be righteousness for everyone who believes’. The 
meaning of the term telos (te,loj, Romans 10:4) is disputed; it can mean ‘purpose’ or ‘goal’, 
as well as ‘end’, meanings which clearly need not be seen as contrasting.153 That Paul here 
uses telos in a temporal sense, and refers to Christ as the end of the law, is in agreement not 
only with his use of this term in other eschatological contexts, but also with his description 
of the temporary role of the law in Galatians 3.154 

The passage suggests that for Paul the Jews for whom he is concerned have failed to 
acknowledge that God’s righteousness as revealed now, in the end time, is different from 
the way righteousness was configured before. Because it is faith which is now the critical 
issue, there is no distinction between Jew and Greek. As argued above, I think faith should 
be understood as exactly that which Paul describes as lacking in those Jews who are his 
concern here: they do not recognise what God has done in Christ. Faith means 
acknowledging that God has started the messianic age in the resurrection of Christ and that 
therefore all people can now be accepted by him. 

2.5.1 What Was Wrong With the Law? 
This final passage on the law brings us back to the question with which we started this 
chapter: what was wrong with Judaism for Paul? What was wrong with the Jewish law is a 
closely related question and we have seen the various answers provided by the different 
perspectives on Paul (section 1). It has become clear that the ‘radical new perspective’ does 
not provide a convincing reading of these passages, especially when it comes to Abraham 
and the law, but rather requires a strained interpretation, that imposes a pre-conceived idea 
on the text.  
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The ‘radical new perspective’ seems driven at times by the desire to present us with 
an inoffensive Paul, or at least a Paul who was offensive only to gentiles, not to Jews. Yet 
Paul’s own writings give us several indications that he was indeed hostile to views held by 
other Jews, and did not mince words when he came into conflict with them. The fact that 
the major, though certainly not the only, issue of conflict was the position of gentiles, does 
not make these conflicts any less Jewish. As the ‘radical new perspective’ itself argues, the 
position of gentiles in the end time was a thoroughly Jewish concern. 

The claim made in this perspective that if Paul was a Jew, who indeed considered 
himself to remain faithful to God’s plan, he could not be critical of his own tradition, or be 
seen by others in that tradition to be breaking its boundaries does not hold up. That Paul 
himself thought that he was ‘an excellent Jew’ does not mean that his contemporaries 
necessarily thought he was, or that we can proclaim him to be so.155 As John Barclay notes, 
‘to reinstate Paul in hindsight as a “legitimate” Jew would be to impose a theological 
judgement over historical reality’.156  

While the ‘new perspective’ makes better sense of Paul’s views as discussed here, 
especially in its emphasis on the similar positions of Jews and gentiles, it contains within it 
an inherent tension that ultimately proves problematic as well.157 According to Dunn, Paul 
does not address the law as a whole in the passages discussed in this section, but rather 
certain parts or functions of the law. As Dunn concludes in connection with the notion of 
the end of the law, ‘it was the law as preserving Israel’s distinctiveness which should be 
regarded as at an “end”’.158 While Dunn thus acknowledges the eschatological dimension to 
Paul’s thought on the law, he assumes that Paul makes a distinction between different 
functions of the law:  

The law had a special relationship with Israel, particularly to protect and 
discipline Israel in the period from Moses to Christ. But that was only a temporary 
role. It should not be assumed, however, that this is the only function of the law 
and therefore that the coming of Christ means the abolition of the law.159  

While Dunn’s interpretation certainly constitutes an advance on previous perceptions of 
Paul as criticising Jewish legalism, it does present a certain inconsistency, as Niko Huttunen 
has also recently pointed out. Paul’s references to the law and to ‘works of the law’ refer to 
the law in general, something which Dunn also acknowledges.160 Dunn’s argument that, in 
practice, Paul is concerned about certain laws only, is then rather problematic, since in 
Huttunen’s words, Paul ‘does not specify his criticism against certain commands’. 161 When 
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speaking about ‘works of the law’, Paul assesses them negatively as a whole. He does not 
criticise only some commandments, but the entire law, and if Paul can be seen to specify a 
function of the law, it is its role with regard to God’s righteousness.   
 Yet accepting Paul’s criticism of the law, not as a criticism of Jewish nationalism only, 
but as criticism of the law in general, as Huttunen rightly does, brings up a question that is 
familiar to Pauline scholarship. ‘What then is the origin of Paul’s legalistic picture of 
Judaism?’162 As Dunn formulates this problem, ‘the need to attain one’s own righteousness 
was not part of traditional Jewish teaching’.163 Huttunen wrestles with this question, but 
finds a partial solution in a comparison with Greco-Roman criticism on the law.164   

This is where, I believe, an eschatological perspective can provide a valuable angle, 
and offer an explanation for Paul’s description of contemporary Jewish attitudes. When we 
see Paul’s thought about Christ and the law from an eschatological perspective, it becomes 
evident that his major problem with contemporary Jews is that they do not share his 
conviction that the end time has begun. They do not see Christ’s death and resurrection as 
the definitive acts of God, but understand God’s righteousness to function as it did before, 
through the covenant and the Torah.  

For Paul, however, God’s act in the law and the covenant has now been replaced by 
his act in Christ, as had always been God’s plan. To keep attributing value to that previous, 
and, for Paul, merely interim, act is to deny God’s momentous deed of inaugurating the 
messianic age. The attitude towards the law that Paul rejects is thus not one that is 
characteristic of the Judaism of his time per se, but is rather one that lights up only in 
contrast to Paul’s understanding of the end time. It only becomes visible from Paul’s point 
of view, and his understanding of God’s plan as it is unfolding. The attitude of other Jews 
who do not see Christ as messiah is characterised for Paul by a lack of response to what he 
understands as God’s new salvation of all peoples, apart from the law.  

There seems little point, therefore, in analysing second-temple Judaism for signs of an 
attitude that could be qualified as ‘righteousness through the law’. ‘Righteousness through 
the law’ does not describe an understanding of the law as such, it describes an attitude that 
only exists in contrast to Paul’s message. Because Paul is convinced that God has done 
something new, he can dismiss those who do not share his views as clinging to something 
old, and in doing so, as trying to establish their own righteousness. Again, first-century Jews 
who did not see Jesus as the messiah would not consider themselves to be concerned about 
establishing their own righteouseness apart from God’s grace. As Dunn observes, this is not 
part of traditional Jewish teaching. They only appear to do so from Paul’s point of view. That 
Paul understands this approach to righteousness as one of ‘doing’ rather than as one of faith 
(so, e.g., Galatians 3:10-12), makes sense from his perspective. In Paul’s eyes, it is wilfully 
ignoring God’s gift, and going against it. Yet it is evident that contemporary Jews would not 
describe their own attitude in such terms. Looking for this understanding of righteousness in 
contemporary Judaism is thus in a sense looking for Paul's rhetorically-constructed 
adversaries.   

                                                      
162

 Huttunen, Paul and Epictetus on Law, 142. 
163

 Dunn makes this observation in connection with Philippians 3:8 where Paul speaks of his ‘own 
righteousness which is from the law’ (mh. e;cwn evmh.n dikaiosu,nhn th.n evk no,mou).  
164

 Huttunen makes a comparison between Christ and Heracles as examples of moral excellence (Huttunen, 
Paul and Epictetus on Law, 142-153). 



A Cosmopolitan Ideal 

114 
 

There can be no doubt that for Paul, one of the most important consequences of 
God’s new act in Christ is the lack of distinction between Jew and Greek, nor that efforts to 
keep this distinction in place are the major source of Paul’s criticism of ‘works of the law’. If 
we encounter the idea of a messiah with positive role for gentiles first in Paul, and if Paul 
also presents the messianic age as a time when gentiles can be accepted by God apart from 
the law, then it makes sense that Paul would assume that the law had lost one of its 
essential functions, namely to distinguish between those who belong to God and those who 
do not. There is no need to assume that Paul was driven by a criticism of the law per se; his 
negative statements with regard to the law seem primarily intended to explain its temporal 
limitation (as noted with regard to Galatians 3:21, cf. Romans 7). The Jewish law can thus 
continue to serve as a moral compass for Paul (so, e.g., Romans 13:8; 1 Corinthians 7:19, 
14:34; Galatians 5:14). 

As we have seen in this section, Paul on the one hand opposes those fellow Christ-
believers who feel that gentiles should follow the law, and part of his polemic against the 
law occurs in this context. He argues also against those Jews who do not see Jesus as the 
messiah sent by God to inaugurate the end time. In both discussions, Paul’s problem with 
the Jewish law is not those parts of it that wrongfully exclude gentiles, as is assumed in the 
‘new perspective’. Nor is it, as the ‘radical new perspective’ assumes, that Paul objects only 
to those who want gentiles to follow the Jewish law. Rather, Paul takes issue with anyone 
who does not accept that Jew and Greek, in the end time, have access to God in the same 
way through Christ. By underlining that God does not distinguish between peoples, Paul 
picks up a theme that was present in wider contemporary Jewish and wider Greco-Roman, 
thought, as we will see below.  

3 Ancient Cosmopolitanism: Neither Greek nor Barbarian 

The contextual approach to the interpretation of the baptismal formula in Chapter I has 
suggested that Paul’s phrase can best be understood against the background of the idea of 
eschatological unity. At the end time, as in other ideal places and societies, people will 
belong to one homogeneous community. The various sources discussed in the first chapter 
emphasise different aspects of social unity. One strand, among which we included Jewish 
eschatological expectations about gentiles, made reference to an end to boundaries and a 
unity of peoples. In this chapter, we have seen that although the tradition of gentile 
eschatological inclusion goes some way to explain Paul’s belief that gentiles can belong to 
God without becoming Jews, there are also some notable differences between the ethnic 
unity expressed in Paul’s letters, and that found in the sources that envisage gentiles turning 
to God at the end time. 

In part this may be explained by a difference in what we might call urgency. Texts 
that foresee gentile eschatological inclusion describe a time in the more or less distant 
future; they intend to warn those who, in their eyes, do not acknowledge God or do not 
worship him in the right way, about his impending judgement, while also giving hope to 
others that their loyalty will be vindicated. At some point in the future, everyone will be 
forced to recognise the true and living God. Paul, on the other hand, writes in a situation 
where he believes this future has become the present. Gentiles are turning to God, and he 
sees their inclusion into God’s people, into the children of Abraham and the true 
circumcision, taking place before his eyes. At the same time, there are others who dispute 
what Paul believes is happening, or who dispute the terms by which all this should happen. 
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They believe, for example, that non-Jews should be circumcised in order to belong to God. 
Thus the specific circumstances under which Paul makes his statements about Jew and non-
Jew would seem to account to some extent, as I have argued, for his distinctive message. 

Yet I think there is a further contemporary discussion which also provides a context 
for understanding Paul’s statements. Again, as in the sources put forward in the first 
chapter, I do not wish to suggest a direct dependence of Paul on other sources, but rather 
propose that certain ideas were ‘in the air’; they were widespread and available, picked up 
by many people at the same time. Foremost among such ideas current in the early Empire, 
especially, though not exclusively, among Cynic and Stoic thinkers, is cosmopolitanism.165 It 
is summed up in what Daniel Richter calls ‘the most famous thing Socrates never said’, 
which is quoted by Epictetus, Cicero, and Plutarch: ‘When anyone asks you where you are 
from, you should never say “I am an Athenian”, or, “I am a Corinthian”, but rather, “I am a 
Cosmian”’.166 According to Martha Nussbaum, this quote, however fictive, presents a Greek 
male refusing the invitation ‘to define himself by lineage, city, social class, free birth, and 
even sex. He insists on defining himself in terms of a characteristic that he shares with all 
other human beings, male and female, Greek and non-Greek, slave and free.’167 It can thus 
be heard as the opposite of the identification in the terms used in the prayers of 
thanksgiving examined in chapter I, and as similar to Paul’s baptismal formula. 

The basis for making such a claim about cosmic citizenship is the thesis that there is a 
kinship between God and humankind, an idea that is present in various forms in Paul’s time, 
as we shall see.168 Yet the beginning of this thesis lies much earlier, and can be found 
already in Homer. Harold Baldry traces these ideas from their earliest written forms, 
through to the beginning of Christianity, in his study on The Unity of Mankind in Greek 
Thought. Homer's description of Zeus as ‘father of men and gods’ is a phrase ‘pregnant with 
the two ideas, kinship with the divine and the brotherhood of man, which emerged to 
maturity in later centuries’. 169  

After Homer, in the fifth century, a growth in geographical and anthropological 
knowledge resulted in an increase in awareness of the diversity of human life. The historian 
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Herodotus aims to preserve the ‘wonderful actions of the Greeks and the barbarians’, a 
phrase that not only testifies to the interest in diverse human phenomena, but also shows 
that the division of humanity into Greeks and barbarians had come on the scene by this 
time.170 The term ‘barbarian’ originally had a linguistic connotation, but gradually gained a 
cultural reference. Under the influence of the Persian Wars, as a result of a heightening in 
Hellenic self-consciousness, the barbarian became the generic opponent to Greek 
civilisation.171 The oppositional categories Greek and barbarian continued to play an 
important role in Greek thought for centuries. Paul Cartledge sees this pair of opposites as 
essential in classical thought:  

Beginning at the highest level of generality, the classical Greeks divided all 
humankind into two mutually exclusive and antithetical categories: Us and Them, 
or, as they put it, Greeks and barbarians. In fact, the Greek-barbarian antithesis is 
a strictly polar dichotomy, being not just contradictory but jointly exhaustive and 
mutually exclusive.172 

These two strands of thought, humankind as divided into Greek and barbarian, and a human 
race with common characteristics, are both present in much of Greek thought. According to 
Baldry, an idea of unity that is the fruit of rational abstract thought is formed along two 
routes: awareness of the human race as an aggregate, the sum total of all individual human 
beings, which can be called the geographical approach, and a biological approach, involving 
the conception of humans as specific beings, a distinct type with certain typical 
characteristics that mark them off from the gods on the one hand and from animals on the 
other.173 While the seeds of cosmopolitanism were thus sown early, not only in Homer and 
Herodotus, but also, as Richter’s recent study shows, in Plato and Aristotle, its flowers, to 
borrow his terminology, only appeared late, during the beginning of the Roman Empire.174 
As we shall see, Paul’s Jewish contemporary Philo of Alexandria is the first author to use the 
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term kosmopolites, citizen of the world.175 It was specifically when a unified Empire was 
formed, that the idea of a unified humanity flourished.176 

The transformation of social and personal relations that such a view of unity was 
thought to entail becomes evident in the following passage from the second-century Stoic 
Hierocles. According to Hierocles, everyone is surrounded by a series of concentric rings:  

For each of us, most generally, is circumscribed as though by many circles, some 
smaller, some larger, some surrounding others, some surrounded, according to 
their different and unequal relations to one another. The first and closest circle is 
that which each person draws around his own mind, as the center: in this circle is 
enclosed the body and whatever is employed for the sake of the body. For the 
circle is the shortest and all but touches its own center. The second after this one, 
standing further away from the center and enclosing the first, is that within which 
our parents, siblings, wife, and children are ranged. Third, after these, is that in 
which there are uncles and aunts, grandfathers and grandmothers, the children 
of one’s siblings, and also cousins. After this comes the one that embraces all 
other relatives. Next upon this is the circle of the members of one’s deme, then 
that of the members of one’s tribe, next that of one’s fellow citizens, and so, 
finally, that of those who border one’s city and that of people of like ethnicity. 
The furthest out and largest one, which surrounds all the circles, is that of the 
entire race of human beings (o ̀tou/ panto.j ànqrw,pwn ge,nouj). Once these have 
been thought through, accordingly, it is possible, starting with the most 
stretched-out one, to draw the circles—concerning the behaviour that is due to 
each group—together in a way, as though toward the center, and with an effort 
to keep transferring items out of the containing circles into the contained. 
(Hierocles, from How Should One Behave towards One’s Relatives (Stobaeus, 
Anthology 4.84.23))177 

Hierocles’ image of rings shows how the idea of a unified humanity could affect all human 
relationships in their various degrees of closeness. The idea that there is an ultimate circle 
that embraces all people makes the suggestion possible that all the concentric rings that 
surround each individual can and should be collapsed, so that the outer is pulled inwards 
and human race as a whole becomes one’s own ethnicity.178 The task that Hierocles 
imagines is to treat those of the outer circles as if they belonged to the inner circles.179 
Family connections and ethnic bonds are extended to include an increasing number of 
people, until, if we keep transferring as Hierocles suggests, all finally become part of the 
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inner circle. To cut down the distance in our relationship towards each person would result, 
according to Hierocles, in fairness (metri,on). 

Both this cosmopolitan view of a unified human community, and the notion that all 
humans are connected to the divine through reason, make up the cultural conversation in 
which Paul’s idea that there is ‘neither Jew nor Greek’ was formed.180 We will examine each 
of these two aspects in turn, first the notion of human kinship with the divine, then the idea 
of an undivided world. The purpose here is not to provide an extensive overview, but rather 
to highlight a number of salient texts that can help to understand the environment in which 
Paul’s thought took shape.  

3.1 Human Kinship with the Divine 

The notion of a cosmopolitan community has its foundation in the idea that all human 
beings have a share in reason. This, according to Richter, is as close as we come in ancient 
thought to a tenet, that anthropos is ‘a rational, mortal animal’.181 Dio Chrysostom clearly 
expresses this:  

the man who has expert knowledge, when asked what anthropos is, replies that it 
is a mortal animal endowed with reason (zw|/on logiko.n qnhto,n). For that happens 
to be true of anthropos alone and nothing else. (Dio Chrysostom, Oration 36,19) 

What is characteristic of first-century cosmopolitan expressions of this maxim is the idea 
that there are no classifications or divisions, and that all humans have the same reason, the 
same mind. In addition, their shared reason not only connects people to each other, but 
also forms the connection between humans and the divine.182 Dio expresses this idea of the 
connection between humans and God explicitly in terms of a common capacity in Greeks 
and barbarians. In his twelfth discourse, the so-called Olympian Discourse, Dio explains how 
the entire human race has a conception of God. Knowledge of God is formed in every 
creature endowed with reason, thereby making the kinship between God and human beings 
evident: 

now concerning the nature of the gods in general, and especially that of the ruler 
of the universe, first and foremost an idea regarding him and a conception of him 
common to the whole human race (tou/ xu,mpantoj avnqrwpi,nou ge,nouj), to the 
Greeks and the barbarians alike (òmoi,wj me.n ~Ellhnwn( òmoi,wj de. barba,rwn), a 
conception that is inevitable and innate in every creature endowed with reason 
(avnagkai,a kai. e;mfutoj evnpanti. tw/| logikw|/), arising in the course of nature 
without the aid of human teacher and free from the deceit of any expounding 
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priest, has made its way, and rendered manifest God’s kinship with man and 
furnished many evidences of the truth (Dio Chrysostom, Oration 12. 27) 

Dio’s Olympian Discourse was held in Olympia at the time of the games (possibly 101 or 105 
CE).183 Central to this discourse is the knowledge of God, and Dio distinguishes four sources 
of this knowledge. The first source, which is the one referred to in the passage above, is the 
innate and universal acknowledgement of a divine ruler. Both barbarians and Greeks have a 
conception of God, in the same measure (o`moi,wj).184 After digressing to discuss the way 
even animals and plants honour God and follow his order, and the foolishness, in 
comparison, of those people who believe that the universe has no ruler or master, Dio 
concludes:  

to resume, then: man's belief in the deity and his assumption that there is a God 
we were maintaining that the fountainhead, as we may say, or source, was that 
idea which is innate in all mankind and comes into being as the results of the 
actual facts and the truth, and idea that was not framed confusedly nor yet at 
random, but has been exceedingly potent and persistent since the beginning of 
time, and has arisen among all nations (pa/si toi/j e;qnesin) and still remains, 
being, one may almost say, a common and general endowment of rational 
beings. (Dio Chrysostom, Oration 12, 39) 

Again Dio expresses the universality of the idea of a God: it has arisen among all nations. 
This idea is common to rational beings (tou/ logikou/ ge,nouj), who can, we may conclude, be 
found among all nations. According to Dio, all peoples, Greeks and barbarians, have reason 
and knowledge of God. These ideas are quite similar to Philo of Alexandria’s concept of the 
human mind as a fragment of the divine logos. Philo believes that humans in terms of their 
body, are made up of the stuff of the cosmos: of earth, water air and fire. All humans in 
terms of their minds, however, have the imprint of the divine logos: 

Every human being (pa/j a;nqrwpoj), as far as his mind is concerned (dia,noian), is 
akin to the divine Logos (w|vkei,wtai lo,gw| qei|,w|) and has come into being as a 
fragment or casting or effulgence of the blessed nature, but in the structure of his 
body, he is related to the entire cosmos (Philo, On the Creation of the World, 
146)185 

In his explanation of the account of human creation that is given in the second chapter of 
Genesis (Genesis 2:7), Philo comes to a description of the relationship between the first 
created human and all subsequent humans. They have a kinship with him (sugge,neia, 145), 
in that they are also a fragment or casting of the divine, although the relationship between 
the first man and the divine is much stronger. The resemblance between the first man and 
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the rest of humanity thus lies in their minds, which in diminishing stages resemble the logos 
of God.186 

Epictetus likewise describes reason as the most important characteristic of 
humankind. Humans are the rational animal; their ratio is what distinguishes them from 
other animals:  

Consider who you are. To begin with, a human (a;nqrwpoj); that is, one who has 
no quality more sovereign than moral choice, but keeps everything else 
subordinate to it, and this moral choice itself free from slavery and subjection. 
Consider, therefore what those things are from which you are separated by virtue 
of the faculty of reason. You are separated from wild beasts, you are separated 
from sheep. In addition to this you are a citizen of the world (poli,thj tou/ 
ko,smou), and a part of it, not one of the parts destined for service, but one of 
primary importance; for you possess the faculty of understanding the divine 
administration of the world, and of reasoning upon the consequences thereof. 
(Epictetus, Discourses 2.10.1-3) 

The faculty of reason in humans is closely connected to their role as citizens of the world, as 
this text shows. The link between the two is the divine. Human rationality is of divine origin 
and Epictetus’ conception of God is best understood as a universal mind.187 This notion of 
the divine origin of the human mind is fundamental to Epictetus’ thought, and can be found 
in many of his discourses, for example: 

But you are a being of primary importance; you are a fragment of God (avpo,spasma 
ei= tou/ qeou/); you have within you a part of him. (Epictetus, Discourses 2.8.11) 

As Long notes, for Epictetus, as for all Stoics, ‘our minds are literally “offshoots” of God, 
parts of God that God has assigned to be the mind or self of each person’.188 Yet for 
Epictetus, as for Philo, people are not only minds, but they are also bodies. Epictetus 
typically describes the body as humans’ animal side. In his discourse From the Thesis that 
God is the Father of Mankind, How May One Proceed to the Consequences, Epictetus shows 
that just as our kinship with the divine enables us to be like the gods, our kinship with 
animals, through our body, inclines us to be beasts: 

 But since these two elements have been conjoined in our creation, the body, 
which we have in common with animals, and mind and reason, which we have in 
common with the gods, some incline to the former relationship, miserable and 
mortal, while a few incline toward this divine and blessed one. (Epictetus, 
Discourses 1.3.3) 

For Epictetus, it is the responsibility of every person to choose the appropriate attitude and 
behaviour, to incline towards the human and stay away from the animal. In the discourse 
entitled How from the Fact that We are Akin to God Should One Proceed to the 
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Consequences, Epictetus draws implications from Cynic and Stoic cosmopolitanism, using 
the concept of a government of God and people.189 In this passage, Epictetus argues that if 
people identify themselves according to the highest authority in their ancestry, they should 
declare themselves children of God: 

If what is said by the philosophers regarding the kinship of God and man is true, 
what other course remains for men than to do what Socrates did, when asked to 
what country he belonged, never to say ‘I am an Athenian’ or ‘I am a Corinthian’ 
but ‘I am a citizen of the universe’? (…) Well, then, anyone who has attentively 
studied the administration of the universe and has learned that ‘the greatest and 
most authoritative and most comprehensive of all governments is this one which 
is composed of men and God, and that from him have descended seeds of being, 
not merely to my father to my grandfather, but all things that are begotten and 
that grow upon earth, and chiefly to rational beings, seeing that by nature it is 
theirs alone to have communion in the society of God, being intertwined with 
him through the reason,’- why should not such a man call himself a citizen of the 
universe (ko,smion)? Why should he not call himself a son of God (uìo.n tou/ qeou/)? 
(Epictetus, Discourses, 1.9.1-6) 

Humans descend from God, and live in one society with him, who has the highest authority 
of all. Consequently, if we identify ourselves according to our origin, we should identify 
ourselves in terms of our relationship with him: citizen of the universe and son of God.190 
Epictetus clearly brings out the link between reason as a universal human and divine 
characteristic, and the notion of a universal community. 

3.2 An Undivided World 

By the first century, the Stoic idea of the universe as a city in which humans and gods live 
together on the basis of their shared reason has become ‘a kind of universalist ideology’.191 
This idea is adopted also by non-Stoics, such as Philo, who is, as far as we know, the first 
author to use the term kosmopolites, citizen of the world.192 He uses it twice, once for 
Moses (On the Life of Moses 1:156) and once for those who follow the law of Moses:  

And his exordium, as I have already said, is most admirable; embracing the 
creation of the world, under the idea that the law corresponds to the world and 
the world to the law (ẁj kai. tou/ ko,smou tw/| nomw/| kai. tou/ no,mou tw/| kosmw/| 
suna|,dontoj), and that a man who is obedient to the law, being, by so doing, a 
citizen of the world (kai. tou/ nomi,mou avndro.j euvqu.j o;ntoj kosmopoli,tou), arranges 
his actions with reference to the intention of nature, in harmony with which the 
whole universal world is regulated. (Philo, On the Creation, 3) 
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David Runia argues that Philo is concerned here to demonstrate the superiority of the law of 
Moses. By describing the Jewish law simply as nomos, without any further clarification, Philo 
associates the law of Moses as closely as possible with the natural or cosmic law. Following 
the cosmic law, the law of nature, was generally seen as the ideal way to live.193 While Philo 
does not exactly equate the Jewish law with the universal law, he sees a ‘far-reaching 
harmony’ between them, according to Runia.194 Living in accordance with the law of Moses 
thus constitutes an ideal way of living, for Philo, since this law is in harmony with the way in 
which the universe is regulated. This is the same for everyone, since, as we have seen, Philo 
believed that all human beings share in God’s reason. This also explains Philo’s hope that 
one day, everyone would become a cosmopolitan, by accepting the Jewish law: 

and then, if they make any fresh start and begin to improve, how great is the 
increase of their renown and glory? I think that in that case every nation, 
abandoning all their own individual customs (katalipo,ntaj a;n oi=mai ta. i;dia), 
and utterly disregarding their national laws, would change and come over to the 
honor of such a people only; for their laws shining in connection with, and 
simultaneously with, the prosperity of the nation, will obscure all others, just as 
the rising sun obscures the stars. (Philo, On the Life on Moses 2.44) 

This passage is one of the few where Philo develops something of an eschatological 
vision.195 In praising the laws of Moses, Philo can imagine a time when the flourishing of 
God’s people will make their law even more widely known and respected, so that all nations 
will decide to abandon their own laws and customs. The ideal of a world where all people 
fall under one law, or conversely, do not live divided by different laws and boundaries, is 
one that we will examine further. The presence of such an ideal in Stoic thought is well 
established in scholarship.196 Here, I will focus on examples of this type of thought that 
mention the absence of boundaries between people and the idea of a unified community in 
an idealised time.   

The first example, already discussed in Chapter I, comes from Plutarch, who in On 
the Fortune or the Virtue of Alexander describes how Alexander the Great created a unity of 
peoples. As a mediator to the whole world, Alexander wanted to mix and unite people 
everywhere, radically changing the distinction between Greek and barbarian. Plutarch 
begins this passage by citing the ideal of the Stoic Zeno, that everyone should live together 
in one community. He considers the unity that was created by Alexander, to be a realisation 
of this Stoic vision: 
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Moreover, the much admired Republic of Zeno, the founder of the Stoic sect, may 
be summed up in this one main principle: that all people (pa,ntaj avnqrw,pouj) 
should not live differentiated by their respective rules of justice into separate 
cities and communities, but that we should consider them to be of one 
community and one polity, and that we should have a common life and in order 
common to us all, even as a herd that feeds together and shares the pasturage of 
a common field. (Plutarch, On the Fortune 329A-B)   

As noted in Chapter I, the accuracy of Plutarch’s portrayal of Zeno’s Republic is highly 
debated. The passage is most likely rather a reflection of the ideal of human unity as it 
functioned in Plutarch’s time. The ideal world is a place where people live in one community 
and are governed by one rule of justice and are no longer divided.  
According to Plutarch, while there was much to be admired in Zeno’s vision, Alexander 
surpassed Zeno, in that he made this vague ideal a reality; he achieved what the Stoics only 
dreamt about, that people would not live divided into several groups and cities, but would 
all be united into one community. This idea is more explicitly described by Plutarch as a 
mixing up of customs and habits between Greek and barbarian:  

He bade them all consider as their fatherland the whole inhabited earth (th.n 
oivkoume,nhn), as their stronghold and protection his camp, as akin to them all good 
men, and as foreigners only the wicked; they should not distinguish between 
Grecian and foreigner (barbariko,n) by Grecian cloak and targe, or scimitar and 
jacket; but the distinguishing mark of the Grecian should be seen in virtue, and 
that of the foreigner (barbariko,n) in iniquity; clothing and food, marriage and 
manner of life they should regard as common to all, being blended into one by 
ties of blood and children. (Plutarch, On the Fortune 329 C-D) 

The philosophical ideal realised by Alexander is depicted by Plutarch as a time when virtue is 
a potentially universal characteristic, and therefore as a time when everyone is potentially a 
Greek. Plutarch redefines Greekness as something that is unconnected to birth or descent.  

While Plutarch placed his ideal in a quite distant past, the Epicurean Diogenes, 
whose inscription and thought were already introduced in the previous chapter, describes a 
similar ideal as a longed-for future. Diogenes aims his message at all people, ‘shouting out 
loudly to all Greeks and barbarians’ ( [Ellhsi k[ai.] barba,roij), including those who may 
conventionally be called foreigners, even though there really is no such category: 

and we contrived this in order that, even while sitting at home, we might be able 
to exhibit the goods of philosophy, not to all people here indeed, but to those of 
them who are civil-spoken; and not least we did this for those who are called 
"foreigners," though they are not really so (dia. tou.j kaloume,nouj me.n xe,nouj ouvv 
mh,n ge o;ntaj). For, while the various segments of the earth give different people 
a different country, the whole compass of this world gives all people a single 
country, the entire earth, and a single home, the world. (Excerpt from Diogenes 
of Oenoanda, Fragment 30) 

While now already the world may be seen as a single home for all people, in Diogenes’ 
message of hope for the future and the coming of a Golden Age, there will definitely be no 
more boundaries: 
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then truly the life of the gods will pass to human beings. For all things will be full 
of justice and mutual love, and there will be no need of fortifications or laws and 
all the things which we contrive on account of one another (dikaiosu,nhj ga.r 
e;stai mesta. pa,nta kai. filallhli,aj, kai. ouv genh,setai teicw/n h; no,mwn crei,a 
kai. pa,ntwn o[sa di v avllh,louj skeuwrou,meqa). As for the necessities derived from 
agriculture, as we shall have no [slaves then], for indeed we [ourselves shall plow] 
and dig and tend [the plants] and [divert] rivers (…)(peri. de. tw/n avpo. gewrgi,aj 
avnankai,wn, ẁj ouvk evsome,nwn h̀m[ei/n to,te dou,lwn# kai. ga.r av[ro,somen auvtoi.# kai. 
ska,yo[men( kai. tw/n fu#tw/n evpimel[hso,meqa#( kai. potamo[u.j paratre,#yomen). 
(Diogenes of Oenoanda, Fragment 56)197 

As already noted in Chapter I, the Golden Age envisaged by Diogenes bears a resemblance 
to that found in the Sibylline Oracles. It is a time when there will be no laws or barriers, but 
only justice and mutual love. The Jewish eschatological vision in book 3 of the Sibylline 
Oracles describes a world of peace and plenty, where all people will live under a new divine 
law. 

When this predetermined day comes to an end, the judgement of the immortal 
God comes upon the mortals; a great judgement and reign will come upon the 
people. For the earth, mother of all, will give the mortals excellent fruits in 
abundance, consisting of grain, wine, and olive oil. (it will give) a delicious drink of 
sweet honey from heaven, trees, the fruit of fruit-trees, and fat sheep, cows, 
lambs of sheep, and kids of goats. It will break open sweet sources of white milk. 
The cities and the rich fields will be full of good things. And there will be no sword 
and no cry of battle on earth. And the earth will no longer be shaken while 
groaning deeply. There will no longer be war or drought on earth, no famine, and 
no hail will damage fruits. Instead, there will be great peace on the entire earth, 
and kings will be friends with each other to the end of time. The Immortal in 
starry heaven will put into effect a common law for the people, valid over the 
entire earth (koino,n te no,mon kata. gai/an a[pasan avnqrw,poij), applying to 
everything done by miserable mortals. For he is the sole God and there is no 
other (auvtoj ga.r mo,noj evsti. qeo.j kouvk e;stin e;t’ a;lloj). (Sibylline Oracles 3. 741-
760)  

Like Philo, the Sibyl imagines a future where all people will fall under one law. While in Philo 
this one law is clearly the law of Moses, the Sibyl appears to suggest that God will put in 
place a new single law, that applies to everyone. According to Buitenwerf, ‘all human beings 
will live according to the precepts of divine natural law’.198 It is significant in light of our 
discussion of the law in Paul, that the connection is made here between the one law and the 
fact that there is one God. It suggests the underlying common idea that if all people accept 
the one God, there can be no law that divides them; one God implies a single law, whether 
the law of Moses or a new divine law. 
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The ideal of a common law could thus take various forms in end-time descriptions. A 
third Jewish end-time expectation has more in common with Diogenes’ vision of the 
absence of laws and boundaries: 

The earth belongs equally to all (gai/a d’ i;sh pa,ntwn), undivided by walls or 
fences (ouv tei,cesin ouv perifragmoi/j diamerizome,nh). It will bear abundant fruits 
spontaneously. Lives will be in common and wealth will have no division (koinoi, 
te bi,oi kai. plou/toj a;moiroj). For there will be no poor man there, no rich, and 
no tyrant, no slave (ouv ga.r ptwco.j evkei/( ouv plou,sioj( ouvde. tu,rannoj( ouv dou/loj); 
no one will be either great or small anymore, there will be no kings, and no 
leaders: all are equal there (koinh/| d’ a[ma pa,ntej). (…) No spring, no summer, no 
winter, no autumn, no marriage, no death, no selling, no buying (ouv ga,mon( ouv 
qa,naton( ouv pra,seij( oud’ avgorasmou,j), no sunset, no sunrise: because he will 
make one great day. (Sibylline Oracles 2. 319-329)  

This passage, which was discussed extensively in the previous chapter, comes closest to 
Paul’s end-time ideal as expressed in the baptismal formula. In this prophecy, there no 
longer are fences or walls that divide people. The absence of laws is thus seen as part of the 
general absence of division between people, that is emphasised in the repeated negations 
of the passage. The idea of the law as a fence or wall (tei/coj) is attested in other sources as 
well, such as in the Letter of Aristeas. Here, the fence of the law is seen as a positive 
measure:   

When therefore our lawgiver, equipped by God for insight into all things, has 
surveyed each particular, he fenced us about with impregnable palisades and 
with walls of iron (peri,fraxen h̀maj avdiako,poij cara,xi kai. sidhroi/j tei,cesin), to 
end that we should mingle in no way with any nations. (Letter of Aristeas 139) 

The idea of an undivided earth in the Sibylline Oracles 2 thus most likely refers to an 
eschatological situation where peoples are not separated by laws, but form one 
community.199 An undivided world where people do not live divided by different regulations 
was thus a feature of first-century thought, whether this world was placed in the past, in the 
realm of the ideal or in a more or less distant future.  
 

Conclusion 

Scholars studying cosmopolitanism do not hesitate to include Paul among ancient 
cosmopolitan views.200 A. A. Long, for example, writing on the concept of the cosmopolitan 
in Greek and Roman thought, observes of Paul’s baptismal statement that ‘this negation of 
race, status and gender differences is a rhetorically charged application of the Stoics’ claim 
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(Proverbs 28:4). See Johann Cook, ‘The Law of Moses as a Fence and a Fountain’ in Sense and Sensitivity: 
Essays on Reading the Bible in Memory of Robert Carroll, Alastair G. Hunter & Phillip R. Davies (eds.), (London: 
Sheffield Academic Press 2002), 280-288. 
200

 See, e.g., Appiah, Cosmopolitanism, xiv; Long., ‘The Concept of the Cosmopolitan’, 57; Richter, Cosmopolis, 
66. 



A Cosmopolitan Ideal 

126 
 

that all human beings are the same in virtue of their basic natural attributes’.201 Recent 
scholarship on Paul, however, is much more reluctant to make such claims and is concerned 
to read Paul within a Jewish framework. As we have seen in this chapter, there is no need to 
assume that the two perspectives are necessarily opposed; both views can be reconciled if 
we understand the potentially cosmopolitan nature of Jewish eschatological expectation.  

We have seen that what drives Paul is the realisation that the messianic age has 
arrived; a time when all peoples will finally turn to the living God. We have also seen that 
Paul was thinking through what such an age would look like, while living in a cosmopolitan 
cultural climate that held up a unified world and the unity of all peoples as an ideal. Paul’s 
understanding of this messianic age as we have encountered it in this chapter can be seen 
as a distinct Jewish eschatological expression of this common ideal. I would conclude that 
we should consider Paul’s eschatological thought as a form of Jewish cosmopolitanism. 
Paul’s thought is no less Jewish for being cosmopolitan, but stands in a tradition that 
includes such diverse texts as the Sibylline Oracles and the works of Philo. Similarly, it is no 
less cosmopolitan for being Jewish, but describes a unified humanity in the terms of a 
distinct culture, just as Greek and Roman authors do.  

Paul’s descriptions of himself as a Jew, his statements about circumcision, his 
discussion of Abraham, and his view of the law can all be understood as a working out of 
several concrete points of this Jewish cosmopolitan view, in the specific context of his 
understanding of Christ. His claims about the law as no longer determining who can be 
justified by God, and his notion of the end of the law, are examples of this process.  

Contemporary ideas about the unity of all humanity clearly put strong emphasis on 
the relation of humans to the divine. What unites people, according to most of the authors 
discussed, is their reason, which they share with God. According to Philo, the human mind is 
a fragment or ray of divine reason. Dio Chrysostom states that all humans have a conception 
of God, both Greeks and barbarians. This conception is based on the fact that all humans 
share their reason with God, who is therefore related to humans. As Epictetus puts it, ‘you 
are a fragment of God’. As we saw in the previous chapter, Paul’s ideas about baptism and 
unity centre on community and cosmos. Paul believes that a new creation is forming in 
Christ, a creation where, he claims, there is no difference between Jew and Greek. It is 
possible that in making such claims about the consequences of this new creation for Jew 
and gentile, Paul drew on the widely held view that human beings are all linked to God in 
the same way. By saying that there is ‘neither Jew nor Greek’ and that God does not 
distinguish, Paul thus contributes to the contemporary conversation about how different 
peoples relate to God.  

Paul’s focus on the law also is shared by contemporaries thinking about human 
unity. In both Jewish and non-Jewish sources, laws were seen as obstacles and boundaries 
between people. A unified human community does not seem to coexist with laws, unless 
there is an explicitly uniform law. 

Still, Paul’s claim that there is neither Jew nor Greek does not mean that he refrains 
from using the categories and terminology of Jewish tradition, or from distinguishing 
between the positions of Jew and non-Jew in history. The salvation stories of Jews and 
gentiles remain distinct, up to a certain point: the salvation of gentiles is only made possibly 
by God’s partial rejection of Israel. Abrahamic ancestry and circumcision remain positive 
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categories for Paul, even if their content is radically redefined. In a way Plutarch uses a 
similar strategy, when he redefines Greek as virtuous and barbarian as iniquitous. While 
claiming to mix up all peoples, and declaring ethnicity a non-issue, Greek is still associated 
with what is good and barbarian with what is bad. Paul’s seemingly self-evident way of 
referring to non-Jews as ‘the foreskin’, or the idea that in Christ, such gentiles can now be 
seen as metaphorically circumcised, certainly required a great deal of empathy with a 
Jewish world-view from the average Greek man or woman. 

On the other hand, Paul can be scathing about the Jewish law, and about practices 
such as circumcision, in ways unlike any contemporary Jewish author known to us. He 
seems to stand back from his own tradition and at times treat it and those who do not share 
his particular view of it, with vitriol and contempt.  

Three very different approaches to ethnic difference and ethnic categories can be 
identified in Paul’s letters: there is a denial of difference, there is also an affirmation of 
distinction and Jewish privilege, and then there is an occasional contempt for Jewish 
custom, in the case of circumcision. Paul still uses Jewish categories but redefines them 
according to what he sees as a new era. When challenged, he can attack these same 
categories according to their traditional definitions or simply deny their relevance. 
Depending on the rhetorical circumstances Paul can therefore claim to be the circumcision, 
declare circumcision of no importance, or compare circumcision to mutilation. And he can 
take any of these approaches while making one and the same point.  

In the introduction to this chapter, I have argued for an understanding that allows 
Paul some creative freedom in working out the tradition of gentile eschatological inclusion. 
The most obvious creative move made by Paul is the one that is the focus of this study as a 
whole; it is the linking of ‘neither Jew nor Greek’ to ‘neither slave nor free’ and ‘no male and 
female’. By connecting ethnic inclusion to wider social issues, Paul demonstrates that he 
does not stay within the boundaries of traditions about gentiles, but has a far wider social 
perspective. This wider perspective will be the subject of next two chapters. 
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Chapter III  

Neither Slave nor Free: Brothers in the Lord  

Introduction 

The pervasive presence of slavery in the eastern Mediterranean of the first century is 
reflected in Paul’s writings. Every one of his letters mentions slaves or slavery, most 
frequently in a metaphorical sense. Paul calls himself a slave of Christ; he encourages his 
audience to be slaves to each other and proclaims their freedom from the enslaving power 
of sin and death. In only a few passages do we get a sense of the actual slaves who were 
part of the audiences that he addresses, and of Paul’s attitude towards them.   

The proclamation in Paul’s formula that there is ‘neither slave nor free’ in Christ is 
one such statement referring to actual, non-metaphorical slaves. When Paul speaks about 
‘all of you who were baptized into Christ’ (Galatians 3:27), those who were baptized 
apparently included both slaves and free people. This chapter examines Paul’s claim that 
there is ‘neither slave nor free’ and his further thought on slaves in the context of wider 
first-century ideas about slaves. As we have seen in the first chapter, the notion of an ideal 
society as one that does not include slavery surfaces in various forms in contemporary 
sources. It is one of the themes that occurs in utopian or eschatological visions, and finds its 
strongest extant expression among first-century Jewish authors. Since the ideal of the 
absence of slavery is not usually brought into the discussion about Paul’s views on slaves 
and slavery, doing so opens up the possibility of further contextualizing his ideas and 
moving away from the highly politicised nature of the current debate.  

For centuries, Paul’s attitude towards slaves and slavery has occupied scholars and 
other readers of his letters. Opinion has been divided as to whether Paul was critical of 
slavery, or rather supportive of it. During the struggle for abolition of the slave trade and of 
slavery, in the 18th and 19th centuries, both defenders of slavery and abolitionists appealed 
to Paul’s letters to substantiate their argument.1  

The notion that slavery in Antiquity was somehow more benign than in recent slave 
societies has persisted among classicists as well as biblical scholars until the end of the 
twentieth century. The incorporation of the work of Keith Bradley and Orlando Patterson in 
New-Testament scholarship, however, has led to an increasing awareness of its violent 
character. Patterson’s view of slavery as a form of social death and Bradley’s emphasis on 
the controls and incentives used to manipulate slaves, have helped to clarify the degrading 
nature of slavery in the ancient world, including in Paul’s time.2  

Awareness of the painful reality of slavery in Antiquity has led many scholars to 
adopt a critical stance towards Paul and towards the apparent absence of concern for the 
fate of slaves in his letters. John Byron, one of the leading scholars on Paul and slavery, 
speaks for many when he declares that ‘the lack of any clear condemnation from the 
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apostle’s pen is almost deafening’.3 The dominant view in contemporary scholarship is that 
Paul was a ‘social conservative’, whose writings confirmed the inferior position of slaves in 
society. This is the conclusion reached by Byron in his recent summary of research on Paul 
and slavery.4 Both Albert Harrill and Jennifer Glancy, in their respective recent monographs 
on slavery in early-Christian writings, consider Paul’s letters to confirm the inferior position 
of slaves. According to Harrill, ‘Paul, in the final analysis, does not present a polemical 
argument against slavery as an ideology or institution in the Roman world’. 5 Glancy sees 
Paul not only as a conservative, but also as something of a hypocrite, since ‘the apparent 
erasure of division between slave and free that Paul proclaims in [Galatians] 3:28 is only a 
cover-up, as Paul goes on to reinscribe customary and legal distinctions between slave and 
free’.6  

As these quotes indicate, the current discussion about Paul and slavery is to a large 
extent informed by contemporary questions and categories. Measuring Paul on a scale that 
runs from conservative to progressive can only be motivated by a modern agenda. In an 
article discussing Harrill’s work, Glancy identifies herself, along with Harrill as ‘social 
progressives who find a conservative Paul’ and acknowledges being ‘politically motivated’ to 
recognise ‘the complicity of early Christian discourse and practice in the history of slavery’.7 
The label ‘social conservative’ thus seems to reflect not simply an understanding of Paul, but 
rather of the role of his writing in subsequent history. Paul is not considered a ‘social 
conservative’ in contrast to other ‘social progressives’ of his time, he is labelled a 
conservative in contrast to modern values. 

Using the approach set out in the introduction, this chapter makes an effort to place 
Paul’s writings in the cultural conversation of his own day. Slavery was of interest to many in 
the first century, and in descriptions of ideal societies in this period, the absence of slavery 
features as one of the possible characteristics. The Sibylline eschatological vision of an age 
when there would be ‘no tyrant, no slave’ expresses such a view, as do Philo’s depictions of 
the Essenes and the Therapeutae. These sources will be examined along with other 
references to places and times that were described as having no slaves.  

This chapter will begin with the two main references to slaves in Paul’s letters, in 1 
Corinthians 7 (section 1.1) and the letter to Philemon (section 1.2). Both these texts have 
been interpreted by some as encouraging slaves to get out of slavery, and by others as 
instructions to stay enslaved. The elliptic formulation of Paul’s advice to slaves to ‘rather use 
(it)’ in 1 Corinthians (7:21) is heard as advice to reject the opportunity of freedom, or 
alternatively, to take it. Similarly, Paul’s letter to Philemon has been understood both as 
sending the run-away slave Onesimus back to his master, and as a plea to Philemon to set 
his slave free. How we assess Paul’s attitude towards slaves and slavery depends in large 
part on our interpretation of these crucial texts. In addition, we will be examining a third 
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passage (1 Thessalonians 4:4), which, it has recently been suggested, might include an 
oblique reference to slaves in relation to appropriate sexual behaviour (section 1.3).8 This 
chapter will take a fresh look at these texts and place them in the context of the first-
century cultural conversation about slave and free, especially the utopian theme of a society 
without slaves.  

The second part of the chapter will discuss three aspects of this contemporary 
perspective. The first is the views on slave and free that stem from a cosmopolitan 
perspective on humanity (section 2.1). The second aspect is the festival of the Saturnalia, 
where the social roles of slave and free were reversed, and the origins attributed to this 
festival as an imitation of a time when there were no slaves (section 2.2). In the final 
section, descriptions of ideal communities or an ideal future without slaves will be discussed 
(section 2.3). As will become clear from this contextual exploration, the proclamation that in 
Christ there is ‘neither slave nor free’ will have resonated with contemporary thought about 
cosmopolitanism, justice and an ideal future. 

1 Paul’s Message: No Longer as a Slave 

Even though the question of slavery has been of great interest to many later interpreters, 
we do not get the impression from his letters that the position of slaves was a major issue 
for Paul. Compared to the numerous references to Jew and non-Jew, passages that mention 
slaves in a non-metaphorical sense are rare. Yet at the same time, the categories slave and 
free were apparently important enough to be included in the formula about unity in Christ 
in both instances where Paul uses it (Galatians 3:28; 1 Corinthians 12:13). As we have seen 
in the first chapter, Paul underlines an argument about unity and inclusion in both verses, by 
drawing on a pre-existing phrase. Neither passage directly addresses issues relating to slave 
and free; instead, they focus on the distinction Jew-Greek in Galatians 3, and on wider social 
difference within the community in 1 Corinthians 12.  

In two other texts however, Paul does deal with the situation of slave and free, or 
slave and master. In these passages, the baptismal formula is not mentioned, at least not 
directly. In this section, we will look at two texts in Paul’s letters that mention slaves, 1 
Corinthians 7 and the letter to Philemon. I will also discuss a third passage (1 Thessalonians 
4:4), since Jennifer Glancy has recently suggested that the term ‘vessel’ that occurs in Paul’s 
discussion of appropriate sexual behaviour in 1 Thessalonians could refer to slaves. While I 
do not think her reading of the verse is persuasive, the issue Glancy brings up of the 
consequences that Paul’s sexual ethic could have had for slaves, merits further attention. 
We will start our exploration with the only comment in Paul’s letters that speaks directly to 
slaves.  
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1.1 Were You a Slave when You Were Called? 1 Corinthians 7:21-22 

In 1 Corinthians 7, Paul directly addresses those members of the community who are 
slaves.9 The passage comes in the middle of a chapter that discusses marriage, celibacy and 
divorce.10 As a general guideline, Paul instructs his audience not to change their situation, 
but to ‘remain in the situation in which you were called’ (1 Corinthians 7:20, also 7:17; 7:24). 
Although he expresses a clear preference for living a celibate life and encourages his 
audience not to marry, this preference does not mean that he urges them to abandon 
existing marriages. Paul wants believers to stay as they were when they accepted God’s call, 
even though he also acknowledges several exceptions to this rule. To illustrate the 
instruction that a person should not change his or her marital status, Paul gives two 
examples from two other social domains, i.e., circumcision and slavery.11 The choice of 
examples is a further indication that for Paul, these three social areas, marriage, and 
ethnicity and slavery, which are mentioned together in the baptismal formula, were related. 
We will first focus on the meaning of this controversial passage, before returning to the 
context of the chapter and the role of this passage in its argumentation.  

Rather than simply advise slave and free to remain in their respective social 
positions, as he does in the case of circumcision, and as the logic of the argument of the 
chapter as a whole requires, Paul in fact makes an unexpected move. Instead of urging 
slaves to stay as they are, he encourages them not to feel bad about their situation, because 
‘in the Lord’ they are freed, just as free people have become slaves:  

Were you a slave when you were called, do not let it worry you (dou/loj evklh,qhj( 
mh, soi mele,tw), although if you can become free, rather use that (avllV eiv kai. 
du,nasai evleu,qeroj gene,sqai( ma/llon crh/sai), because a slave who was called in 
the Lord is a freedman of the Lord, just as someone who was free when called is a 
slave of Christ (ò ga.r evn kuri,w| klhqei.j dou/loj avpeleu,qeroj kuri,ou evsti,n( om̀oi,wj 
o ̀evleu,qeroj klhqei.j dou/lo,j evstin Cristou/). (1 Corinthians 7:21-22) 

The example about slave and free staying in their respective social situations thus turns into 
something of a consolatory note to the slaves in the Corinthian audience. Paul tells them 
not to be concerned: were you a slave when joining the community, ‘do not let it worry 
you’. In a much discussed elliptic phrase which we will examine in more detail below, Paul 
advises slaves to take the opportunity to become free should it arise, and he tells them at 
the same time that they are already freed in Christ. Since a slave is a freedman of the Lord 

                                                      
9
 John Byron gives an overview of the history of interpretation for this passage, from John Chrysostom to the 

present day (Recent Research, 92-115) and notes a shift from a tendency to see Paul as advising slaves to 
remain in slavery to recent consensus that he tells them to accept freedom. 
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 1 Corinthians 7 will be central to the next chapter of this study. For a detailed examination of Paul’s sexual 
ethic and his approach to marriage in 1 Corinthians 7, see Gaca, The Making of Fornication. Gaca explains 
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Early Christianity, 69; Scott Bartchy, Mallon Chresai, 162ff, Scroggs, ‘Paul and the Eschatological Woman’, 283-
303; Horrell, Social Ethos, 85; David R. Cartlidge, ‘1 Corinthians 7 as a Foundation for a Christian Sex Ethic’, The 
Journal of Religion 55/2 (1975), 220-234, 221. 
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and a free person a slave of Christ, slaves need not worry about their position. Paul 
describes a role reversal here: those who are enslaved in society are freed in the Lord and 
those who are free in society are slaves of Christ. Both groups are bound to Christ: the 
slaves are not ‘free’, but ‘freed’ (avpeleu,qeroj). While slave and free are thus both in a state 
of subservience, the metaphor and word play lead Paul in effect to place the slave over the 
free person ‘in Christ’, since a freedman was socially superior to a slave.12 According to the 
historian Peter Garnsey, Paul here ‘appears to thumb his nose at all the important social and 
cultural hierarchies of his world, as upheld by laws, conventions and values’.13   

1.1.1 Rather Use (It): Manumission and Freedom 
While the second verse of this passage (7:22), thus contains a remarkable image involving 
the reversal of slave and free, much of the scholarly interpretation has been focussed on the 
first verse, verse 21, particularly on the phrase ‘rather use (it)’. In his overview of 
scholarship on this passage, Byron even limits the discussion solely to verse 21.14 The elliptic 
formula, ma/llon crh/sai, ‘rather use (it)’ has drawn all exegetical efforts to it, leaving the 
verse which follows, and which is in fact the crux of Paul’s statement, relatively neglected.15 
The attention has focussed on the question whether Paul advises slaves to use the chance 
to become free, or rather tells them to remain a slave even when manumission is possible; a 
question which has divided opinion on this text and on Paul’s attitude towards slavery.16 

However, Byron notes that a consensus seems to have been reached on the 
interpretation of the phrase ma/llon crh/sai.17 It is now generally accepted that Paul advised 
slaves to use the opportunity to become manumitted, should this possibility arise. 
Manumission, the freeing of a slave by the slaveholder, was a common practice in ancient 
slave management and could occur for numerous reasons.18 In his study on freedmen in the 
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 Dale B. Martin is one of the few to pay attention to this point. In his careful analysis of this passage, he 
concludes that Paul ‘is introducing not a levelling of all Christians to one condition but an actual reversal of 
normal status’ (Slavery as Salvation: The Metaphor of Slavery in Pauline Christianity (New Haven: Yale 
University Press 1990), 65.  
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 Peter Garnsey, Ideas of Slavery from Aristotle to Augustine (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 
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The study of S. Scott Bartchy, Mallon Chresai, which focusses on the clause ‘rather use it’, has been influential 
among New Testament scholars, in spite of its rather forced reading and limited understanding of ancient 
manumission practices. 
15

 An exception is Garnsey, quoted above, and Richard Horsley, who concludes that verse 22 ‘relativises the 
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Greek world, while Henrik Mouritsen deals with Roman manumission (Rachel Zelnick-Abramovitz, Not Wholly 
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Brill 2005); Henrik Mouritsen, The Freedman in the Roman World (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 
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Roman world, Henrik Mouritsen suggests that female slaves could be freed for the purpose 
of marriage, dying slaves could be freed as a last favour or to avoid the cost of further 
maintenance, and manumission could be granted as a reward for hard work.19 Holding out 
the prospect of freedom to slaves was seen as a way of encouraging their diligence and 
loyalty. Manumission had advantages for both master and slave. A slave sometimes paid for 
manumission from his or her own savings.20 Since the responsibilities of the slave towards 
the slaveholder did not end upon manumission, the master still benefited economically and 
socially from the former slave. A contract stipulating the obligations of the freed person to 
the former master could be drawn up, and failure to fulfil the terms of the contract could 
result in re-enslavement.21  

According to Zelnick-Abramovitz, in her recent work on manumission in the ancient 
Greek world, manumitted slaves remained outsiders who did not have political rights. After 
manumission, a former slave was called an apeleutheros if still bound to a master, or an 
exeleutheros if not bound to anyone anymore. A former slave could never be seen as 
eleutheros, as fully free.22 When describing how the hierarchy between slave and free is 
changed ‘in Christ’, Paul, likewise, does not describe a slave as free, but as freed, 
apeleutheros (avpeleu,qeroj). In Paul’s metaphorical language, the distinction between slave 
and free is levelled by bringing the free into slavery. Both slave and free are bound to Christ, 
they both belong to him. Those called as slaves, however, end up having the upper hand in 
Paul’s description, as their status as freed is superior to the slave status of the free.  

In the verse, Paul speaks about the possibility of becoming free (du,nasai evleu,qeroj 
gene,sqai), indicating that a slave might have some influence over the outcome. While this 
may have sometimes been the case, as with self-purchase of manumission, the slave owner 
would always be the one who ultimately decided. Though Harrill cites evidence of a slave 
rejecting an offer of manumission, the offer in this particular case came not from the owner, 
but from a third party.23 Given that manumission was simply an aspect of ancient slavery, 
which served a purpose in the management of slaves for the slaveholder, it would hardly be 
realistic to suggest to slaves that they should reject the possibility of manumission. 

Recognition of this latter point has proved decisive for the interpretation of Paul’s 
elliptic comment. How could slaves go against their owner’s wishes and remain enslaved 
when their master, for whatever reason, no longer wanted them to be? For Paul to advise 
something so unusual and impractical would be unlikely. That he would make such an 
unlikely suggestion in an offhand manner, in an elliptical phrase that does not even explicitly 

                                                                                                                                                                     
environments’ (The Freedman in the Roman World, 141). Both Zelnick-Abramovitz and Mouritsen agree that 
manumission led to an in-between state. Since the distinction slave-free was such a basic division in society, 
the one state seen as the negation of the other, making the transition from one into the other posed a 
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given character of both statuses’. The process of transition therefore had to be carefully regulated (The 
Freedman in the Roman World, 11). 
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state what was intended, makes for a highly problematic reading. Paul’s brief aside can best 
be understood as a quick note of reassurance: ‘if you can become free, it’s ok to use that 
opportunity’. Everyone should remain in the position in which he or she was called, yet for a 
slave to become manumitted does not go against the principle of staying in one’s calling. If a 
slave can become free, he or she should use that opportunity without the fear of breaking 
the principle given by Paul.24      

We can thus conclude that verse 21 must be understood to mean that Paul 
encourages slaves to become free, if the opportunity arises. This should not be seen as a 
criticism of the slave system as such, but simply as recognition that to be freed was a step 
up from being enslaved.25 It shows that Paul valued freedom not only as a spiritual, but also 
as a social condition. Most slaves, however, did not have the opportunity to become free. It 
is their position which Paul addresses in the passage as a whole. Those who were called as 
slaves and remain so, do not need to be worried about their position ‘in Christ’.   

1.1.2 Accept Freedom and Stay As You Are 
Having established that Paul tells slaves that they are free ‘in the Lord’ and advises them to 
take the opportunity to become free should it arise, we will now see how this advice fits into 
the broader argumentation of the chapter in which it occurs. As noted above, chapter 7 of 1 
Corinthians deals with the issue of marriage, and only mentions slave and free as an 
illustration of the guiding principle ‘remain in the situation in which you were called’. The 
question needs to be answered then how Paul can tell slaves to accept freedom and thus 
change their situation as part of his larger argument about marriage.   

In the chapter, Paul advises various groups about how to act in marriage and 
whether to become or stay married. In the first paragraphs (7:1-16), Paul gives guidelines 
for specific groups, but also argues exceptions: married people should not abstain from 
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 The nature of ellipsis as used in other New-Testament texts further supports this reading. After examining 21 
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The second meaning of avllV eiv kai. is found in On Drunkenness 198: 

‘Now for my part I do not wonder that the chaotic and promiscuous multitude who are bound in inglorious 
slavery to usages and customs introduced anyhow, …… should give credence to traditions delivered once and 
for all, and leaving their minds unexercised, should give vent to affirmations and negotiations without inquiry 
or examination. (avllV eiv kai.) But I do wonder that the multitude of so-called philosophers, who feign to be 
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dogmatic conclusions widely different and often diametrically opposite not on some single chance point, but 
on all points great or small, which constitute the problems which they seek to solve.’ The difficulty of 
interpreting avllV eiv kai. is illustrated by the translation of On Joseph 24, which reads in the Loeb edition ‘nay, 
even if’, while the French translation by Amaldez et al. gives, in my opinion correctly, ‘si, au contraire’. 
25
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sexual relations, but when both partners consent to it they can do so for a time (though not 
for too long or lack of self-control will give the devil his chance, 7:1-7). It is best for widowed 
people not to remarry, but if they do not have enough self-control they should, because it is 
better to marry then to burn with desire (7:8-9). Married people should not divorce, but if 
their non-believing spouse wants to leave, they should let them, because God wants us to 
live in peace (7:16).  

Even though Paul gives many regulations regarding marriage, and significantly 
advises in several instances to change one’s position, he makes the larger point that 
marriage is no longer of great importance. In a passage dealing with the coming end of time, 
one that will be discussed in greater detail in the next chapter, he gives the following 
explanation for this:   

What I mean is this, brothers, time has been shortened (ò kairo.j sunestalme,noj 
evsti,n), therefore from now on, those who have wives should be as though they 
did not (oì e;contej gunai/kaj ẁj mh. e;contej w=sin), those who mourn should be as 
though they were not mourning, those who rejoice as though they were not 
rejoicing, those who buy as though they were not possessing, those who use the 
world as though they were not overusing it, because the form of this world is 
passing away (para,gei ga.r to. sch/ma tou/ ko,smou tou,tou). (1 Corinthians 7:29-31)   

Those who have wives should live as if they do not. Marriage has only limited importance, it 
is a distraction; it is a part of the world that is passing away. Paul does not advise to 
withdraw from the world, but to take on a dispassionate attitude towards it, to live as if not 
(w`j mh,).26 The coming end of the world relativizes all human actions. Paul places his 
guidelines with regard to marital status formulated in 1 Corinthians 7 against this 
background. Some Corinthian believers apparently felt the need to change their marital 
status because of their new faith. Paul’s position is that the time is too short to be 
concerned with the world. Believers should not withdraw from the world, but should not be 
engrossed by it either. 

In the paragraph which includes the passage about slaves (7:17-24), Paul gives a 
general principle of conduct that he claims to decree in all communities: that everyone 
should stay in the position in which they were called (e[kaston w`j ke,klhken o` qeo,j( ou[twj 
peripatei,tw 7:17). He formulates and reformulates this principle and, as already noted, 
illustrates it with two examples, circumcision and slaves. These examples reflect the 
divisions named in the baptismal formula. The overarching subject of marriage and celibacy 
deals with male and female, while the two examples deal with the division between Jew and 
Greek (through circumcision), and slave and free. The relative importance of these social 
distinctions is denied in each case.  

This denial comes most explicitly in the matter of circumcision, of which Paul says 
that it means nothing:  
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Was a man already circumcised when he was called (peritetmhme,noj tij evklh,qh)? 
He should not become uncircumcised (mh. evpispa,sqw). Was a man uncircumcised 
when he was called (evn avkrobusti,a| ke,klhtai, tij)? He should not be circumcised 
(mh. peritemne,sqw). Circumcision is nothing and uncircumcision is nothing 
(peritomh. ouvde,n evstin kai. h` avkrobusti,a ouvde,n evstin). Keeping God's commands 
is what counts (avlla. th,rhsij evntolw/n qeou/Å). (1 Corinthians 7:18-19)   

Paul employs circumcision as a clear example illustrating that you should stay as you are. 
There is no need to circumcise, or to undo your circumcision, because it is simply irrelevant.  
So how does the situation of slaves illustrate the principle of staying as you are?  

As just seen, most slaves were not in a position to change their situation. 
Furthermore, those slaves who could change their status were told by Paul to go ahead and 
do so. He thus seems to make an exception to his own principle, just as he does for several 
situations relating to marital status, as noted above. The manner in which he employs the 
example of slaves takes him from the rule ‘do not change’, to the consolation ‘you do not 
need to change’. Rather than advise slaves to stay as they are, Paul encourages them by 
saying that ‘in Christ’ their position has already changed. All this suggests that it is not the 
aptitude of the comparison which led Paul to use the categories slave and free as an 
illustration of the principle, but rather that its association with marriage and circumcision, as 
related social categories that underwent a major change in light of the coming end time. We 
can conclude from Paul’s message to slaves in 1 Corinthians that he apparently thought 
slaves might be concerned about their situation, but that he felt there was no need for this. 
In relation to Christ, slave and free were in a similar situation.  

1.2 As a Brother: Paul’s Letter to Philemon  

We now turn to our second text in Paul’s letters that discusses slave and free. Unlike the 
previous passage, this text is not addressed to slaves, but rather to a slave owner, and 
discusses a single slave. The letter to Philemon has played an important role in the debate 
about Paul’s attitude towards slavery and has, like the passage from 1 Corinthians discussed 
above, been read both as a confirmation of slavery and as a challenge to a slave holder, in 
advising him to set his slave free.27 In this letter, Paul writes to Philemon, a man with whom 
he is personally acquainted, about the latter’s slave, Onesimus. Even though the message of 
the letter seems intended for Philemon only, and speaks to a singular ‘you’ almost 
exclusively, it is also addressed by name to two others, Apphia and Archippus, and to the 
community that meets in Philemon’s house. The letter contains a plea by Paul on behalf of 
Onesimus, although what it is that Paul asks of Philemon is not immediately evident, nor is it 
clear what the situation is exactly between Onesimus and Philemon. Paul hints that 
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something has happened between them, but the details remain obscure. Whatever the plea 
to Philemon was, the fact that the letter is addressed to a larger group of people probably 
means that Paul intended there to be some public scrutiny of Philemon’s reaction.28 

Many scenarios have been offered to explain the history behind this letter. It has 
proven tempting to speculate about the developments that shaped the triangle formed by 
Paul, the slave Onesimus and his master Philemon, and we will look at several of these 
scholarly reconstructions below. Yet while much of this conjecture has focused on what 
happened between Onesimus and Philemon, the crucial event triggering the letter occurred 
between Onesimus and Paul. As Paul writes in verse 10: ‘I appeal to you for my child, whom 
I have begotten while in chains, Onesimus’. Although it is unclear how Paul and Onesimus 
ended up in the same location, it is evident that during the time that they were together, 
Onesimus came to accept Paul’s message of faith in Christ. It is this change in Onesimus, his 
joining in the faith that Paul and Philemon already shared, that motivated the letter and 
that colours Paul’s perspective on the past, the present and the future, as expressed in it. In 
this section we will explore this letter, and try to see what it tells us about Paul’s attitude 
towards slave and free. 

1.2.1 The Change: No Longer as a Slave 
Paul begins the letter with praise for Philemon. He gives thanks for the love and faith that 
Philemon has for Jesus and for all believers (pa,ntaj tou.j àgi,ouj, 4-5). He speaks of the joy 
and encouragement he has had from Philemon’s love, and how Philemon has refreshed the 
hearts of the believers (ta. spla,gcna tw/n a`gi,wn, 7). Several of the words Paul uses in 
flattering Philemon, such as love (avga,ph), heart (spla,gcna) and brother (avdelfo,j), return in 
the appeal to him that follows. With his opening paragraph, Paul sets the tone for the letter 
and with his praise for Philemon, makes it more difficult for him to refuse his request.29 

The introduction of Paul’s request signals a change in tone: ‘Therefore, even though I 
am bold enough in Christ to command you to do what is fitting (to. avnh/kon), I rather appeal 
to you through love’ (8-9). Even though Paul feels he is in a position to tell Philemon what to 
do, he rather chooses to ask him. Paul asserts his authority over Philemon, but does not 
overtly capitalise on it. He asks Philemon to do ‘what is appropriate’, ‘what is fitting’ (to. 
avnh/kon). Though we do not yet know what it is that Paul asks, it is not something he 
presents as exceptional, or unusual, but as something the circumstances demand. In using 
the term to. avnh/kon Paul suggests that Philemon is asked to do something that would be 
appropriate for anyone in his situation.  

Paul then comes to his reason for writing the letter, and I will quote this part of the 
letter in full:  

I appeal to you for my son, whom I have begotten while in chains, Onesimus, he 
was once useless to you but is now useful to you and me, I am sending him back 
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Domestic Power in Philemon’, Journal of Biblical Literature 119/1 (2000), 91-104, 99). 
29
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to you, that is, my own heart. I would have liked to keep him with me, so that on 
your behalf he could serve me, in chains for the gospel, but I wanted to do 
nothing without your consent, so that your goodness might not be by compulsion 
but voluntary. For perhaps he was separated for a short time, so that you might 
have him back for ever, no longer as a slave, but as more than a slave, as a 
beloved brother, especially for me, how much more for you, both in the flesh and 
in the Lord (ta,ca ga.r dia. tou/to evcwri,sqh pro.j w[ran( i[na aivw,nion auvto.n avpe,ch|j( 
ouvke,ti wj̀ dou/lon avlla. ùpe.r dou/lon( avdelfo.n avgaphto,n( ma,lista evmoi,( po,sw| de. 
ma/llon soi. kai. evn sarki. kai. evn kuri,w|Å). If then you count me as a partner, 
receive him as you would me. And if he has wronged you or owes you anything, 
put that on my account. I, Paul, am writing with my own hand, I will repay; not to 
mention that you owe me your very self besides. Yes, brother, let me have some 
benefit from you in the Lord, refresh my heart in Christ. (Philemon 10-20) 

Paul writes that Onesimus has become his son in prison. The phrase he uses, that he has 
‘begotten him’ (o[n evge,nnhsa), undoubtedly refers to Onesimus being converted by Paul. Paul 
uses the metaphor of fatherhood several times in his letters, to describe his relationship 
with those who have accepted his message about Christ (cf. 1 Corinthians 4:15; Philippians 
2:22; 1 Thessalonians 2:11). This is the news that the letter brings to Philemon: while 
Onesimus was away, he has become a believer, just like Philemon himself is. Paul continues 
with a pun on Onesimus’ name: he was once useless and now useful to both of us (11). The 
name Onesimus, a name frequently used for slaves, meant ‘useful’. I do not think there is 
any need to speculate on whether Onesimus was a useless slave, as some commentators 
do.30 What has made him useful in Paul’s eyes is most likely the simple fact of his 
conversion, which has turned him into a member of the community. As a non-believer he 
was useless, his faith has made him useful to Paul.  

Paul is now sending Onesimus back, presumably with this letter. The fact that Paul 
writes to Philemon about the future of Onesimus is in itself an acknowledgement of 
Philemon’s authority as a slaveholder, over his slave. Yet Paul undermines this authority by 
suggesting that he could have kept Onesimus without Philemon’s consent, but chose not to. 
Even though he would have liked to have kept Onesimus with him (13), to serve him on 
Philemon’s behalf, he does not want to force this good deed on Philemon (14, kata. 
avna,gkhn). Paul apparently wants to present his authority as a leader in the religious 
community as overriding Philemon’s social authority as a master.  

Perhaps, Paul says, Onesimus was separated for a time from Philemon, so that he 
might have him back forever, but now under different circumstances. Philemon is 
encouraged to see the loss of his slave in a positive light: he has been away, but has come 
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back as a brother. In this verse, Paul comes closest to defining the new relationship between 
Onesimus and Philemon and the change this required from Philemon especially: ‘no longer 
as a slave but as more than a slave, as a beloved brother, especially to me, how much more 
to you, both in the flesh and in the Lord.’ Onesimus comes back no longer as a slave (ouvke,ti 
w`j dou/lon), but, because of his conversion, as a brother (avdelfo,n). Paul does not give any 
special reason for this change; it is simply another way of saying that Onesimus has become 
a believer. As Philemon has not been a witness to this event, it is Paul who has to give him 
this news in the letter. 

This verse about Onesimus and Philemon as brothers is the crucial one for our 
examination of the letter in light of the baptismal formula. That Onesimus is now no longer 
a slave, but has become Philemon’s brother in the Lord has strong similarities to Paul’s claim 
in 1 Corinthians that slaves are freed and free people are slaves of Christ (1 Corinthians 
7:22), and to the baptismal saying that there is ‘neither slave nor free’ in Christ. All these 
statements connect a change in the status of slave and free, particularly a denial of slave 
status, to belonging to Christ.31  

Paul goes on to encourage Philemon to receive Onesimus as he would Paul (17 
proslabou/ auvto.n w`j evme,) if he considers Paul a koinwno,j. This is a term used for a partner or 
co-worker (as used of Titus in 2 Corinthians 8:23), synonymous with the word used for 
Philemon in the introduction (sunergo,j). Paul brings Onesimus to his own social level, that of 
a colleague and a guest, and urges Philemon to treat him accordingly. Just as a brother, a 
guest stands at the opposite end of the social spectrum from a slave.32 For a slave to be 
treated as a guest in the house of his master would be a complete turnaround.  

Verse 18 indicates that something had occurred before Onesimus left Philemon: ‘if 
he has wronged you or owes you anything’ (eiv de, ti hvdi,khse,n se h' ovfei,lei). However, Paul 
does not dwell on what happened or whether Onesimus was at fault. Again, he places 
himself between them, showing his strong personal bond with Onesimus. Just as he 
transferred his own credit with Philemon to Onesimus in the previous verse, he now takes 
on all of Onesimus’ debt: ‘put that on my account’ (tou/to evmoi. evllo,ga). Paul can safely make 
this grand gesture since he considers Philemon to be deeply in his debt already, as he points 
out in a not very subtle way: ‘not to mention that you owe me your very self’. Perhaps to 
compensate for this damage to Philemon’s pride, Paul follows with a joke, ‘let me have 
some benefit from you in the Lord’ (evgw, sou ovnai,mhn), ‘refresh my heart’ (avna,pauso,n mou ta. 
spla,gcna). The first clause contains another play on Onesimus’ name, this time hinting at 
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the usefulness of Philemon. The second phrase uses the word heart, which can be seen as 
another reference to Onesimus, whom Paul has called his heart earlier in the letter (in verse 
12).  

Again this passage illustrates how the social realities, in this case Onesimus’ debt to 
Philemon, and whatever took place before Onesimus left, are irrelevant for Paul in the light 
of their relationship through their shared faith. Philemon is reminded that, since he owes his 
life and his faith to Paul, he is not in a position to go against Paul’s wishes and claim what 
may he may well see as his right as a slave owner.  

Paul closes the letter with a positive assertion that his plea for Onesimus will be 
successful: ‘confident of your obedience, knowing that you will do even more than I ask’ (21 
Pepoiqw.j th/| u`pakoh/| sou( eivdw.j o[ti kai. u`pe.r a] le,gw poih,seij). Having started with an 
appeal rather than a command (8-9), he now changes his tone and ends speaking 
confidently of obedience.  

Some commentators have suggested that by saying he is confident Philemon will do 
‘even more’ than he asked (verse 21), Paul was in fact hinting at manumission and was 
asking Philemon to free Onesimus.33 Yet manumission in itself would not necessarily have 
changed the relationship between Onesimus and Philemon in a fundamental way, or made 
them equal in any sense. As Paul’s wordplay in 1 Corinthians 7 suggests, a freed slave would 
not be equal to a free person. Rather, slave and free approach equality when slaves become 
freed and the free slaves. As outlined in connection with this passage (1 Corinthians 7:21-
22), a freed slave would usually continue to serve his or her master, under similar 
circumstances. In many cases, a contract would be drawn up, specifying the obligations of 
the freed slave to the former master. Former masters still had the right to control and 
punish their freed slave. Paul’s understanding of what manumission would mean for 
Onesimus would have been along these lines. Craig De Vos concludes based on these 
considerations that Paul was not concerned with a structural and legal change, as this would 
not have made a difference in itself, but only with a change in the relationship between 
Philemon and Onesimus and their perception of each other.34 This change was far greater 
than any legal change could have been. 

However, what the passage from 1 Corinthians 7 also shows is that Paul does 
consider manumission an improvement for slaves, since he urges slaves to take the 
opportunity to become free, should it arise. One could ask whether he would have wanted 
less for his child, Onesimus. I do agree with De Vos that the major change in Onesimus’ 
situation would not have come from Philemon manumitting him, but from Philemon seeing 
him as a brother, and a guest, rather than a slave. To get a fuller picture of the implications 
of the letter for Paul’s attitude towards slaves, we will now turn to the various 
interpretations that have been offered of the letter’s origin and purpose.  

1.2.2 If He Owes You Anything: The History of Onesimus and Philemon 
As noted at the start of this section, several hypotheses exist about the events leading up to 
the letter. Since Paul only gives some vague hints about what occurred, various scenarios 
can be put forward. This vagueness is no doubt partly due to the fact that those involved 
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already knew the relevant circumstances. Apart from that, it most likely also results from 
their relative unimportance for Paul. His interest throughout the letter is with the future, 
not the past. Paul wants Philemon to accept Onesimus as a brother, since he is now a fellow 
believer, and does not wish to dwell on what happened before. Yet the question whether 
Onesimus was a runaway slave, whether he was sent to Paul or came looking for him for 
some form of mediation, continues to occupy scholarship on the letter and has important 
consequences for establishing Paul’s ideas about slaves and slavery.35  

The traditional view that Onesimus was a runaway slave is still supported in recent 
scholarship.36 However, in a detailed examination of those verses in the letter most 
frequently cited both in favour and against the idea that Onesimus was a runaway slave, 
Brook Pearson concludes that the text does not give conclusive support to either 
interpretation. Both sides read their own presuppositions back into the text.37 Pearson 
unfortunately does not discuss Paul’s rather relaxed attitude towards keeping Onesimus 
with him, or sending him back to Philemon. Paul writes that even though he would have 
liked to keep Onesimus with him, he does not want to do anything without Philemon’s 
consent (13-14). The fact that Paul felt that there was no urgent need to send Onesimus 
back, makes it unlikely that he considered him to be a runaway slave in any legal sense.  

Harbouring a runaway slave was considered a serious crime, which would make Paul 
liable to severe punishment had he been doing so.38 According to Moses Finley,  

‘fugitive slaves are almost an obsession in the sources. Slaveowners did not suffer 
such a loss of property lightly. They sought help from friends and associates, they 
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offered rewards by public advertisement, they consulted oracles, astrologers and 
dream interpreters, they appealed to the public authorities and they engaged 
professional ‘slave-catchers’ (fugitivarii), known in the Roman world, at any rate 
from the late Republic.’39  

Paul would hardly have written so lightly that he would have liked to keep Onesimus, if this 
was what he faced. Nor does it seem likely that Paul would say that Onesimus ‘was 
separated’ from Philemon, using a passive tense (evcwri,sqh, verse 15) if Onesimus had in fact 
run away.  

The background story that seems to make most sense of all the small clues in Paul’s 
letter is that Paul served as a mediator for Onesimus. An analogous letter from Pliny the 
Younger to his friend Sabinianus is often seen as support for this hypothesis.40 Pliny wrote 
the letter on behalf of Sabinianus’ freedman, who had come to Pliny to find help. A few lines 
from this letter can illustrate the similarities as well as the differences between both cases: 

Your freedman with whom you said you were angry has been with me; he threw 
himself at my feet and clung to me with as much submission as he could have 
done at yours. (…) in short, he convinced me by his whole behavior, that he 
sincerely repents of his fault. (…) I know you are angry with him, and I know too, 
it is not without reason; but mercy is never more worthy of praise then when 
there is the justest cause for anger. (….) Allow something to his youth, to his 
tears, and to your own gentle disposition: do not make him uneasy any longer, 
and I will add too, do not make yourself so; for a man of your kindness of heart 
cannot be angry without feeling great uneasiness.  

I am afraid that if I add my prayers to this, I would seem to be compelling you 
rather than asking you to forgive him. Yet I will do it and in the strongest terms 
since I have rebuked him very sharply and severely, warning him that I will never 
intercede for him again. Although it was proper to say this to him, in order to 
frighten him, it was not intended for your hearing. I may possibly have the 
occasion to again intercede for him and obtain your forgiveness if the error is one 
which is suitable for my intercession and your pardon.41 

There are fascinating similarities in style and rhetoric between Pliny and Paul. Pliny, for 
example, says that if he added his prayers, he would seem to be compelling rather than 
asking for forgiveness. He then goes ahead and does put full pressure on Sabinianus. Paul 
makes the same distinction between asking and forcing, but chooses a different tactic, 
saying that he could command Philemon, but rather appeals (verses 8-9). Pliny writes down 
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what he has said to the freedman, adding that this was not intended for Sabinianus’ 
hearing. Paul uses a similar trick when he writes ‘not to mention that you owe me your very 
self’ (in verse 19). Both authors manipulate their addressees, saying things while pretending 
not to say them.  

Of course we do not know to what extent what actually occurred between 
Sabinianus and his freedman was similar to what happened between Philemon and 
Onesimus. It is interesting to see that while Pliny uses the freedman's tears and repentance 
to soften Sabinianus’ feelings, Paul does not refer to Onesimus’ feelings about the incident 
at all. Neither does Paul tell Philemon that he has rebuked Onesimus, or warned him, as 
Pliny does. Paul is remarkably uninterested in Onesimus’ part in the affair.  

Harrill dismisses the similarities between these two letters, and with it the 
‘intercession’ hypothesis, because of these differences in attitude. ‘Why does Paul not scold 
and rebuke Onesimus for leaving the household without permission, why such different 
tone from Pliny?’42 I believe, however, that the difference in tone does not necessarily stem 
from a different situation, but rather from a different perspective on the relationship 
between slave, or freedman, and master. As noted in the reading of the letter above, Paul 
shows a consistent disregard for the social realities involved. Any debt or wrongdoing has 
become irrelevant since they are now all brothers in the Lord. If the letter is indeed an 
attempt to mediate between Philemon and Onesimus, then Paul’s mediation strategy is 
based on Onesimus’ conversion. Because he has become a believer, his relationship to 
Philemon has undergone a fundamental change, making any previous history indeed a thing 
of the past. If we can pinpoint the content of Paul’s plea, it would have to be that Philemon 
accepts the consequences of Onesimus’ faith, receives him back accordingly and lets the 
past rest. 

Paul’s lack of interest in these past events hinders the attempts of scholars to 
reconstruct them. More importantly, it signals the relative unimportance of these events for 
Paul and his focus on the future. While the suggestion that Onesimus was a runaway slave 
does not hold, there is no way of knowing exactly how Onesimus ended up with Paul. Nor is 
it very important for our purposes. What matters is what happened after Onesimus came to 
Paul. The way Paul describes the consequences of Onesimus’ change of faith for the latter’s 
relationship with Philemon and with Paul himself shows a remarkable similarity with his 
other statements about slaves. As Tobias Nicklas puts it, ‘the letter to Philemon could be 
understood as an explication of Gal 3:26-29 into a concrete case; it could also be seen as a 
“translation” of the fundamental idea of the church as “Christ’s body” (1 Cor 12:12-13) into 
everyday life’.43 We could add that it also chimes with the idea expressed in 1 Corinthians 7 
that slaves are freed in the Lord, while those who are free are slaves of Christ (1 Corinthians 
7:21-22). Of course, the case of Onesimus is a special one, in which Paul was obviously 
personally involved. We do not know how much of Paul’s request was specific to this 
situation. What does become clear from this letter, however, is that the change from slave 
to brother upon becoming a believer is not substantiated by Paul, it is simply a given.  
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1.3 Slaves and Sexual Ethics: The Boundaries of the Pauline 
Community 

The two texts discussed so far both deal explicitly with slaves and as we have seen, show a 
certain affinity with the claim that in Christ there is ‘neither slave nor free’. We now turn to 
a third text which has recently been put forward as also having to do with slaves, even if a 
direct reference is lacking in the text.  

In her recent work on slavery in early Christianity, Jennifer Glancy has posed some 
interesting questions about the position of slaves in the Pauline community, particularly 
when it comes to sexuality.44 While she generally focusses on how Paul’s sexual ethic would 
have created an obstacle for the participation of slaves in the community, since slaves did 
not control their own bodies or have definitive say over their sexual behaviour, Glancy also 
raises the possibility that Paul, in one particular passage, not only condones the sexual use 
of slaves, but even prescribes it.  

1.3.1 Slaves as a Neutral Vessel? The Question of 1 Thessalonians 4:4 
Glancy suggests that Paul advises masters, as part of his instructions to stay away from 
porneia, to use slaves as a ‘morally neutral’ sexual outlet in 1 Thessalonians 4:4. In this 
notoriously difficult passage, Paul’s use of the rather vague term skeuos has led to a number 
of interpretations, to which Glancy adds the possibility that the term skeuos, or ‘vessel’, 
refers to a slave. Paul’s advice would then be to use a slave as a sexual object:  

For you know what instructions we gave you through the Lord Jesus. Because this 
is the will of God, your sanctification: that you abstain from porneia (tou/to ga,r 
evstin qe,lhma tou/ qeou/( o` a`giasmo.j ùmw/n( avpe,cesqai ùma/j avpo. th/j pornei,aj); that 
each one of you knows how to obtain your skeuos in holiness and honour (eivde,nai 
e[kaston ùmw/n to. èautou/ skeu/oj kta/sqai evn àgiasmw/| kai. timh/|) not with lustful 
passion, like the gentiles who do not know God (mh. evn pa,qei evpiqumi,aj kaqa,per 
kai. ta. e;qnh ta. mh. eivdo,ta to.n qeo,n). (1 Thessalonians 4: 2-5) 

The basic meaning of the word skeuos is a ‘vessel’ or ‘implement of any kind’, a ‘utensil’ 
(LSJ), particularly an object that one can put something in. Given this general meaning, it 
does not seem impossible that skeuos could be used to denote a slave, though such a 
meaning is not attested. Two translations have generally been put forward in the context of 
this verse: skeuos is either interpreted to refer to one’s own body, or to a wife.45 When 
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translating skeuos as ‘body’, the accompanying verb kta/sqai is interpreted as ‘to control’, 
whereas with the reading ‘wife’, the verb is taken to mean ‘to obtain’. Paul is seen to either 
urge the Thessalonians to control their body, or to obtain a wife. Neither of these 
interpretations obviously was ever seen to have any relevance for the position of slaves.  

Glancy raises the possibility that Paul in this passage advises masters to use their 
own slaves as what she calls a ‘morally neutral’ sexual outlet. Or at the very least, she 
claims, his words could easily be construed by his ancient audience as advice to maintain 
their honour by turning to slaves to satisfy their sexual inclinations, since ‘in the first 
century, many who heard such counsel would understand it as consistent with reliance on 
slaves as morally neutral sexual outlets’.46 By using the term vessel to refer to a sexual 
partner, as Glancy assumes Paul is doing here, he is treating that partner not as an end, but 
as a means, which would be consistent with ancient ideas about slaves, and the owners’ 
rights to their bodies.   

Glancy’s main argument is that a first-century slave owner would not know that 
there was anything wrong with using a slave sexually.47 The term porneia in itself would not 
convey this meaning. Since it was self-evident that a slave owner would have sexual 
relations with his own slaves, Paul would have to state explicitly that such a practice was not 
acceptable, if that was his position. While he does not do so in this letter, Glancy leaves the 
option open that Paul advised the Thessalonians against it previously, given that he 
mentions instructions that he gave before (1 Thessalonians 4:2). Yet Glancy wonders 
whether it would have been sufficient even if he had done so, since ‘an admonition to avoid 
sexual contact with one’s slaves would have been sufficiently countercultural that Paul 
would have done well to return explicitly to the matter when he urged the Thessalonian 
Christians to contain their sexual urges’.48  

Glancy posits her new interpretation as a possibility. It may be that Paul has 
instructed the Thessalonians that sex between master and slave was a form of porneia, in 
which case he obviously does not encourage it here. Yet according to Glancy, ‘given the 
pervasive assumption in the ancient world that slaveholders had free sexual access to their 
human chattel, Paul’s failure to iterate, or reiterate, a prohibition on such behaviour is 
peculiar’.49 The fact that Paul would then state that obtaining a skeuos should be done in 
holiness and honour does not preclude the ‘slave’ interpretation of skeuos according to 
Glancy, because a man’s sexual use of his own slaves would emphatically not have violated 
first-century notions of honour. Male slaves were considered to be without honour, and 
female slaves without shame.50  
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With this last observation, Glancy seems to slip from exegetical open mindedness to 
exegetical word play. The fact that many in the first century may have felt that there was no 
dishonour in the sexual use of a slave does not mean that it is likely that Paul would refer to 
this as something done ‘in honour and holiness’ (evn a`giasmw/| kai. timh/|). Glancy fails to 
account for this crucial clause; the absence of honour and shame in slaves does not account 
for the positive assertion of honour and holiness in their use. Moreover, Paul contrasts the 
way in which the ‘you’ to which the letter is addressed, should obtain their skeuos, ‘in 
holiness and honour’, from the way in which gentiles do this. Even if we take up Glancy’s 
suggestion for a moment and assume that Paul’s instruction referred to slaves, the way in 
which the Thessalonians should use their slaves had to be different from the way in which 
gentiles do this, which is ‘with lustful passion’ (evn pa,qei evpiqumi,aj).  

The suggestion that skeuos should be translated as ‘slave’ has therefore brought 
Glancy no nearer to solving her problem. She maintains that it would be difficult for a first-
century slave owner to know what Paul expected him to do with regard to the sexual use of 
slaves. If Paul’s sexual regulations prohibited this taken-for-granted practice, they would 
have to explicitly say so. But if we are to understand that Paul sanctions sexual relations 
between master and slave in this passage, then he apparently does so with certain 
provisions. The business has to be done ‘in holiness and honour’, not ‘with lustful passion’. 
What would an ancient slave owner be expected to make of that?  

While it seems clear that many in the ancient world accepted a master’s right to 
have sex with their slaves, this attitude is not as universal as Glancy suggests. The Stoic 
philosopher Musonius Rufus disapproves of sexual relations between slave and master, and 
claims that everyone knows that it is morally reprehensible:   

Everyone who sins reveals himself as a less honorable person, in this category 
belongs the man who has relations with his own slave-maid, a thing which some 
people consider quite without blame, since every master is held to have it in his 
power to use his slave as he wishes (o[per nomi,zousi, tinej ma,lista, pwj ei=nai 
avnai,tion( evpei. kai. despo,thj pa/j auvtexou,sioj ei=nai dokei/ o[ ti bou,letai crh/sqai 
dou,lw| tw/| e`autou/). In reply to this I have just one thing to say: if it seems neither 
shameful nor out of place for a master to have relations with his own slave, 
particularly if she happens to be unmarried, let him consider how he would like it 
if his wife had relations with a male slave. Would it not seem completely 
intolerable not only if the woman who had a lawful husband had relations with a 
slave, but even if a woman without a husband should have? And yet surely one 
will not expect men to be less moral than women, nor less capable of disciplining 
their desires, thereby revealing the stronger in judgment inferior to the weaker, 
the rulers to the ruled. In fact, it behooves men to be much better if they expect 
to be superior to women, for surely if they appear to be less self-controlled they 
will also be baser characters. What need is there to say that it is an act of 
licentiousness and nothing less for a master to have relations with a slave? 
Everyone knows that. (Musonius Rufus 12, On Sexual Indulgence )51   
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Of course, Musonius Rufus’ aversion to sex between master and slave does not stem from 
any concern for slaves; he simply sees it as inappropriate and a sign of lack of discipline. 
Since it would be intolerable if a woman had sex with a slave, a man must also not do so. A 
man surely cannot be less moral than a woman. 

While the importance of Musonius Rufus for the reconstruction of ancient ideas 
about sexuality and slaves has often been recognised, the relevance of a passage from one 
of the Greek romances, from Chariton’s novel Chaereas and Callirhoe, has, to my 
knowledge, so far not been noted. Here we find another example of the idea that sex 
between a master and slave was less than civilised. 

In the opening of book two of the novel, one of its main characters, the widower 
Dionysius, wakes to find his slave Leonas by his bedside with good news. Leonas tells his 
master excitedly about a very beautiful woman he has just bought for him. Dionysius 
receives the news with mixed feelings:  

Dionysius was pleased to hear of the woman’s beauty -he really was fond of 
women- but not so pleased that she was a slave. He was the descendant of kings, 
excelling the whole of Ionia in dignity and sophistication, so he thought it beneath 
him to share a slave’s bed (avphxi,ou koi,thn qerapaini,doj). (Chariton’s novel 
Chaereas and Callirhoe, II.1)52  

Although Dionysius stands in the way of the reunion of the couple that forms the novel's 
heroes, he is portrayed throughout as a civilised man and his negative attitude towards 
having slaves as sexual partners is presented here as part of his aristocracy.53 Of course, 
obstacles need to be created in the novel to prevent Dionysius from dishonouring Callirhoe, 
the heroine, by having sex with her before she is married. The author Chariton apparently 
felt that it would be credible to associate nobility with a refusal to take a slave as a 
concubine. This notion must therefore have been familiar to his audience, if only in the form 
of a little realised ideal. 

Attitudes towards the sexual use of slaves were thus not as uniform as Glancy 
suggests. Two sources contemporary to Paul associate good moral character with a 
rejection of sexual relations between master and slave. Musonius Rufus argues against 
received opinion which did consider a master to have the power to use a slave as he wished. 
The author Chariton assumes his audience understands that a civilised man might not want 
to take a slave as a sexual partner. Furthermore, contemporary Jews such as Philo and 
Josephus limit sexual activity to marriage, and within marriage to procreation.54 As we will 
see below, Dio also objected to the exploitation of slaves in brothels. The suggestion that a 
first-century slave owner could not possibly have any awareness that sex between master 
and slave might be frowned upon thus seems an overstatement. For Paul to demand 
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abstaining from such relations was thus, though not conventional, not incomprehensible for 
a contemporary audience either, but in line with certain moral attitudes. Glancy’s 
suggestion that the passage could or should be read as a reference to slaves is thus not 
convincing, both for internal, as well as for contextual reasons; it does not provide a 
plausible reading of the passage in the context of first-century attitudes towards slaves and 
sex, as it claims to do.55  

1.3.2 Paul’s Sexual Ethic and the Exclusion of Slaves 
Apart from her speculative suggestion that Paul advises the use of slaves in the one passage 
just discussed, Glancy generally focusses on the question to what extent Paul’s notion of 
porneia, and the demands he makes with regard to the sexual behaviour of believers will 
have excluded slaves, given the fact that the sexual use of slaves was widespread in ancient 
society. A slave owner could generally expect to use the bodies of his slaves in whatever 
way he chose.56 Paul, however, urges believers to flee from porneia, or sexual misconduct, 
and appears to only condone sexual relations between husband and wife. Since slaves could 
often not decide for themselves whether to abide by such instructions on sexual actions, 
these rules will probably have hampered their access to the community. Glancy suggests 
that according to Paul’s proclamation, there may have been no distinction between slave 
and free within the community, but when it came to getting in, their positions were very 
different.57 

While Glancy clearly raises a valid and important point, her reconstruction of the 
nature of the obstacles for slave participation does present some problems. It is doubtful 
whether Paul’s statements about porneia give us as much information about illicit sexual 
behaviour as Glancy claims. Paul refers to sexual behaviour in various passages (e.g. Romans 
1:26-28; 1 Corinthians 5:1, 9, 6:9; 1 Thessalonians 4:3-5), but the exact parameters of what 
is and is not allowed remain unclear. Slaves are not explicitly mentioned in any of these 
passages, nor is the sexual use of slaves condemned or condoned. Paul’s lack of specificity 
appears to stem from his assumption that everyone knows what he is talking about: ‘now 
the works of the flesh are obvious: porneia, impurity, licentiousness’ (Galatians 5:19). Since 
Paul’s sexual ethic was probably one of the main components of his message, he can refer 
to what he has told his audience when he was with them, as he does in 1 Thessalonians: For 
‘you know what instructions we gave you through the Lord Jesus’ (1 Thessalonians 4:2). 
What exactly constitutes porneia, or fornication, as it is often translated, is therefore 
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difficult to establish, but it is clearly very negative. Engaging in porneia is incompatible with 
belonging to Christ: ‘the body is meant not for porneia but for the Lord, and the Lord for the 
body’ (1 Corinthians 6:13). 

Glancy bases her view of Paul’s attitude towards sexuality on chapters 6 and 7 of 1 
Corinthians. Here, Paul comes closest to an explanation of the nature of porneia:  

Do you not know that your bodies are members of Christ? Should I therefore take 
the members of Christ and make them members of a whore (a;raj ou=n ta. me,lh 
tou/ Cristou/ poih,sw po,rnhj me,lh)? Never! Do you not know that whoever is 
united to a whore becomes one body with her (ouvk oi;date o[ti o ̀kollw,menoj th/| 
po,rnh| e]n sw/ma, evstin)? For it is said, "The two shall be one flesh." But anyone 
united to the Lord becomes one spirit with him. Shun porneia (Feu,gete th.n 
pornei,an)! Every sin that a person commits is outside the body; but the fornicator 
sins against the body itself (pa/n a`ma,rthma o] eva.n poih,sh| a;nqrwpoj evkto.j tou/ 
sw,mato,j evstin\ ò de. porneu,wn eivj to. i;dion sw/ma a`marta,nei).  
(1 Corinthians 6:15-18) 

Glancy reads the terms porneia and porne in this passage in the conventional Greek sense, 
as referring to prostitution and a female prostitute respectively.58 If Paul rejects any man 
having sex with a prostitute, he must surely reject the possibility of a prostitute becoming a 
member of the community. Since prostitutes were often slaves, Paul’s comment about 
porneia is an implicit rejection of slaves, in Glancy’s view. Even though Paul claims to include 
slaves, he in fact excludes them for reasons outside their control. 

Although this passage is often seen to represent Paul’s view of prostitution 
specifically, this interpretation appears too limited.59 The issue which concerns Paul here is 
much wider than prostitution; at stake in this section of the letter is the limit of what is 
permitted for a believer: ‘All things are permissible for me (pa,nta moi e;xestin), but I will not 
be dominated by anything’ (ouvk evgw. evxousiasqh,somai ùpo, tinoj, 1 Corinthians 6:12). The 
believer has power, exousia, over everything, but nothing should have exousia or power, 
over him.60 Paul distinguishes sexual sin from other sin, on the grounds that it involves 
someone else having power over you. He focuses on the distinction between food and sex, 
and the difference between sins relating to each. 

Food is trivial, and sins concerning food do not have eternal consequences. As Paul 
writes, ‘Food is meant for the stomach and the stomach for food, and God will destroy both 
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one and the other’ (1 Corinthians 6:13a). Both have only a relative and temporal 
importance; they have no power over the believer. Sexual sin, however, has far more 
fundamental consequences: ‘The body is not meant for porneia, but for the Lord, and the 
Lord for the body. By his power God raised the Lord from the dead, and he will raise us also’ 
(1 Corinthians 6:13-14). Given that the body is part of the resurrection, sexual sin, defined 
by Paul as being ‘against the body’, is incompatible with the ultimate goal of being 
resurrected by God. As Alistair Scott May notes in his lucid analysis of Paul’s thought on 
sexuality, the body's membership of Christ is described in the same language as a sexual 
union. One is either a member of the body of Christ, or of that of a whore.61 Sexual sin thus 
causes the offender to break away from the body Christ, and therefore from the community 
(1 Corinthians 6:15-20).  

The terms porneia and porne are thus used by Paul not in the conventional Greek 
sense of relating to prostitution, but in the Jewish Greek sense of sexual sin, associated with 
idolatry and the idea of ‘screwing with God’.62 Breaking the rules on sexual behaviour, is 
seen as rebellion against God. The word porneu,wn, ‘fornicator’, the participle of the verb 
porneuo used here as a noun by Paul, clearly denotes a person committing sexual sin, not a 
male prostitute.63 Becoming one with a porne does not mean having sex with a prostitute, 
but is simply a way of describing porneia. What a member of the body of Christ does when 
engaging in porneia, whatever form this may take, can be described as becoming one with a 
porne. This action makes him a porneuoon, (o` porneu,wn), or a pornos, a term that appears at 
the top of Paul’s vice lists (Galatians 5:19; 1 Corinthians 5:9-11; 1 Corinthians 6:9). Again, 
this is not a male prostitute, but a man engaged in porneia. So in fact, Paul’s discussion of 
porneia as sex with a porne is tautological. The porne and the porneuoon are people 
engaged in porneia. The meaning of the passage lies not in defining what constitutes 
porneia, but rather in demonstrating the nature and gravity of committing it. It is different 
from all other sins, especially those concerning food, because it separates the offender from 
the body of Christ.  

Paul is thus concerned with sexual sin in general and the related sin of idolatry, 
which is pitted against more trivial sins like that relating to food. Rather than offering an 
attack on prostitution, the passage in fact defines sexual sin over against other forms of sin 
and illustrates the gravity of it. Since Paul does not talk about prostitution and prostitutes 
here, the passage does not relate in a direct way to the issue of slaves as members of the 
community. There is no sign that Paul is aware of any conflict between the sexual ethic he 
proscribes and slave existence. There is no way of knowing how he responded to the 
obstacles experienced by slaves. Since Paul does not distinguish between slaves and free 
people when discussing sexuality, the conclusion might be that he valued sexual morality 
over the participation of slaves.  

Paul’s advice about marriage in the next part of the letter (1 Corinthians 7) further 
restricts the possibilities for slave participation, according to Glancy. Here, Paul advises 
marriage as an antidote to porneia, for those who cannot live a celibate life. Since Glancy 
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maintains that slaves could not legally contract a marriage, she believes that Paul ignores 
their situation in his instructions. The only option open for slaves who want to act in 
accordance with Paul’s guidelines, she argues, is to remain celibate, assuming they have any 
control over their sexual behaviour.64   

Unfortunately, Glancy assumes that the issue of marriage was a bigger obstacle for 
slaves than it actually was. Even though slaves were excluded from official Roman marriage, 
which was only available to citizens, slaves could and often did form legal unions. A 
marriage between partners of whom at least one was enslaved, called contubernia in 
Roman law, was indeed a recognised tie. Inscriptions provide ample evidence for marriages 
between slaves, as well as between a slave and a freed or free person.65 As Keith Bradley 
notes, ‘it cannot be doubted that slave families existed in the Roman world, or that there 
was anything unusual about the fact’.66 Paul, of course does not use any legal terminology, 
nor is there any reason to assume that he is referring to marriage between free citizens. He 
simply writes that it is good ‘for every man to have his own wife and for every woman to 
have her own husband’ (e[kastoj th.n e`autou/ gunai/ka evce,tw kai. e`ka,sth to.n i;dion a;ndra 
evce,tw, 1 Corinthians 7:2). There is no reason to assume that his description excludes 
marriages between slaves, or that Paul only addresses free people when writing about 
marriage.  

In spite of these objections, Glancy’s notion that Paul’s regulations about sexual 
behaviour excluded slaves in certain ways is well worth acknowledging. Though we have no 
way of knowing how the conflict between participation of slaves in the community and their 
sexual obligations at home was resolved in practice, it is likely that Paul’s sexual ethic 
constituted a problem for those slaves who lived in households that were not part of the 
community as a whole, or whose masters did not obey Paul’s instructions.  

1.3.3 Sexual Regulations and Slave Participation in Comparison  
In order to aid our understanding of Paul’s attitude towards sexual morality and slaves, it 
will be helpful to compare briefly his view with that of another group which welcomed 
slaves, like the Pauline communities, and also had rules pertaining to sexuality. This is a cult 
group from Philadelphia in Asia Minor, devoted to deities such as Zeus and Hestia.67 An 
inscription from this group, dating most likely from late second century BCE, details certain 
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regulations with regard to sexuality. In both this inscription and in the letters of Paul, the 
prescribed sexual norms deviate to some extent from those held in society generally. Given 
the fact that the sexual use of slaves was widely accepted in ancient society, the 
prescription of sexual regulations in a community comprising both slave and free members 
created an inevitable contradiction. Regulations either differed for slave and for free, 
thereby differentiating between members of the group; or, if the same rules were applied to 
everyone, slaves who could not control their own sexual activities might be excluded from 
the group for involuntarily breaking these rules. The inscription from Philadelphia is 
frequently seen as a relevant analogy to early Christian communities, since men and 
women, slaves and free, are all explicitly welcomed in it (the inclusion is mentioned three 
times, avndra,,si kai. gunaixi.n evleuqe,roij kai oivke,taij/dou,loij lines 5-6, 15-16 and 53-54). 
The relevance of this group for understanding slave participation and sexuality, however, 
has so far gone unnoticed.  

The inscription starts with the founding of the cult: a man named Dionysius received 
instruction from Zeus in his sleep to open his house and establish a cult that would regularly 
sacrifice there to various deities (1-15). The second paragraph (15-25) forbids members to 
use spells or potions, especially those trying to interfere with reproduction. Then follow two 
passages on rules for sexual behaviour of men (26-34) and women (35-50): 

Apart from his own wife, a man is not to have sexual relations with another 
married woman, whether free or slave, nor with a boy nor a virgin girl; nor shall 
he recommend it to another (a;ndra para. [th.n] e`autou/ gunai/ka avllotri,an h; 
[evleuqe,ran h;] dou,lhn a;ndra e;cousan mh. fqere[i/n). Should he connive at it with 
someone, they shall expose such a person, both the man and the woman, and 
not conceal it or keep silent about it. Woman and man, whoever does any of the 
things written above, let him not enter this oikos. For great are the gods set up in 
it: they watch over these things, and will not tolerate those who transgress the 
ordinances. (LSA 20, 26-34)68 

A free woman is to be chaste (gunai/ka evleuqe,ran àgnh.n ei=n[ai) and shall not 
know bed of, nor have sexual intercourse with, another man except her own 
husband. But if she does have such knowledge, such a woman is not chaste, but 
defiled and full of endemic pollution, and unworthy to reverence this god whose 
holy things these are that have been set up. She is not to be present at the 
sacrifices, nor to strike against the purifications and cleansings, nor to see the 
mysteries being performed. But if she does any of these things from the time 
these ordinances have come on to this inscription, she shall have evil curses from 
the gods for disregarding these ordinances. For the god does not desire these 
things to happen at all, nor does he wish it, but he wants obedience. The gods will 
be gracious to those who obey, and always give them all good things, whatever 
gods give to men whom they love. But should any transgress, they shall hate such 
people and inflict upon them great punishments. (LSA 20, 35-50) 

The next paragraph (51-58) names the goddess Agdistis as the guardian of the oikos and 
calls upon members to touch the inscription on certain occasions, if they are confident that 
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they have obeyed the ordinances given. These members are now described only as ‘men 
and women’, without the addition ‘slave and free’. 

These ordinances were placed with Agdistis, the very holy guardian and mistress 
of this oikos. May she create good thoughts in men and women, free people and 
slaves (avndra,si kai. gunaixi.n [evleuqe,roij kai.] dou,loij), in order that they may 
obey the things written here. At the monthly and annual sacrifices may those 
men and women who have confidence in themselves touch this inscription on 
which the ordinances of the god have been written, in order that those who obey 
these ordinances and those who do not may be manifest. (LSA 20, 51-58) 

Given that meetings took place in the home of Dionysius, and given the nature of the gods 
who were worshipped, Zeus and Hestia, it seems likely that this group was based on an 
extended household, just as some earliest Christian groups seem to have been. 69 Yet while 
other Hellenistic household cults also had slave members, we have no evidence of any other 
group that welcomed slaves in this explicit way.70 

We see that the problem presented above, of having both slaves and free as 
members and having regulations regarding sexuality is solved in this inscription by having 
the sexual regulations differentiate between male and female and between slave and free.71 
A married man is forbidden to have sex with another married woman, a boy or a virgin girl. 
But relations with unmarried women who are not virgins are apparently allowed. A free 
woman (35 gunai/ka evleuqe,ran’), however, has to be chaste (àgnhn) and is not allowed to 
have sex with any man apart from her husband. 

The differences between men and women are not only found in the respective rules 
for their behaviour, but also in the punishment on violation of the rules. The rejection of a 
woman who breaks these rules is far greater than that of a man. If a man acts in conflict 
with the regulations, both he and the woman he is involved with, are warned not to enter 
the house, they are not tolerated by the gods. A woman who breaks the rules is considered 
defiled and a source of endemic pollution (37 memiasme,nhn kai. mu,souj evmfuli,ou plh,rh).72 
Her pollution affects those around her, therefore she cannot be present at any rituals. The 
gods will punish her with evil curses. Contrary to the woman illicitly involved with a man, the 
man involved with a married woman is not included in any form of punishment. 

As we see in line 35, it is the free woman who has to be chaste and pure. Enslaved 
women are explicitly excluded from these particular rules. They are not required to be 
chaste, their status apparently does not affect the entire community, as the impurity of free 
women does. The restrictions laid down for men do allow them to have sex with slaves, as 
long as these slaves are not married or children (26-28). Though female slaves are members, 
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the community as a whole is not affected by their behaviour. Even though male slaves are 
not explicitly excluded from the regulations, the same applies to them in many ways. The 
rules suppose control over one’s choice in sexual partners, but a male slave could not reject 
a married woman if she was his master, nor was he free to choose an enslaved partner.  

Perhaps it is relevant for the position of slaves within this association that when the 
members are called upon to touch the inscription in order to show their obedience, that 
only ‘men and women’ (56-57 a;ndrej te kai. gunai/kej) are summoned to touch the 
inscription at the monthly and annual sacrifices. If the ordinances on sexuality apply only to 
men and free married women, the fact that ‘free and slave’ is not added in this case may 
reflect something about the position of slaves within the group. Perhaps slaves did not take 
part in touching the inscription and could not in this way demonstrate that they were 
members of the group. 

Even though the exact meaning of porneia is not always clear in Paul’s letters, as 
noted above, a comparison with the regulations given in this inscription does bring certain 
characteristics to light. According to Glancy, ‘we do not have sufficient evidence to 
determine whether the sexual obligations of slaves were an obstacle to their participation in 
the Christian community, or whether, like others in the first century, Paul and the churches 
regarded some sexual activity as morally neutral’.73 The inscription from Philadelphia shows 
what the resulting regulations could be when conventional ideas about the status of women 
are accepted and sex with slaves is seen as neutral. Free women are set apart as chaste and 
carry the weight of the purity of the community. No such a distinction is made by Paul. 

Of course, just like the Philadelphian text, Paul’s regulations presuppose authority 
over one’s own body and sexual conduct. But while the rules in Philadelphia are limited to 
those who have such authority, Paul apparently applies them to all members without 
exception. Slaves who were part of a household that belonged to a Pauline community 
could follow the rules as long as their owners did. For these owners Paul’s ethic probably 
constituted quite a change. Yet slaves who lived in households that did not belong to the 
Pauline community may not always have been able to comply with Paul’s rules. 

In both the Pauline groups and the Philadelphia cult, the attitude towards slaves 
deviated from general culture, and, to some extent, challenged the prevailing absolute 
dominance of free over slave. It is clear that having both slave and free members, while at 
the same time having a strict sexual code, posed a contradiction. In Philadelphia, female 
slaves could not affect the group’s purity and therefore did not have to abide by any rules 
regarding sexual actions. Paul did not set free women apart as pure, but applied the same 
rules to men and women without reference to slavery. Just like the Philadelphian text, 
Paul’s regulations presuppose authority over one’s own body and sexual conduct. This may 
have created difficulty for those slaves whose masters placed sexual demands on them.  

In Philadelphia, female slaves did not belong to the community on the same terms as 
free women, because the former could not affect the purity of the group; their behaviour 
was irrelevant. Paul, on the other hand, actually complicated the position of slaves by 
including all members under the same conditions, with the same restrictions on their sexual 
actions. It seems that, even though Paul felt that full participation of slaves was important, it 
was even more important to abstain from sexual sin.   
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2 Paul’s Attitude in Context: ‘No Slave’ as a Contemporary 
Ideal 

Our exploration above of the passages dealing with slave and free has shown that there is a 
single idea driving these different statements. For Paul, belonging to Christ implied a change 
in the position of slave and free, joining them to one body, making them brothers, in joint 
bondage to Christ. Slave and free are not determined by their position in society alone, they 
have a different relationship in and with Christ. At the same time, there is no indication that 
this implied a change in the legal position of slaves. Paul tells slaves that they need not 
worry about being slaves, but can remain in slavery. What matters is their new position in 
Christ. Whatever the implied message to Philemon may have been, even if Paul asked for 
Onesimus’ manumission, this does not mean that he opposed slavery as such. Paul seems to 
be able to reconcile the reality of slavery with a community where slave and free are 
brothers. The Galatian statement that there is ‘neither slave nor free', should thus not be 
read as a condemnation of slavery or a call for abolition, but rather as a reflection of an 
ideal community and an ideal time, where there will be no slaves. As we will see in this 
section, such an ideal was present in first-century society, and is reflected in both Jewish 
and non-Jewish sources. 

In his study of the ideas of slavery in antiquity, Peter Garnsey notes that ‘the 
abolition of slavery was not contemplated in antiquity’.74 Someone like Seneca, who had 
much to say about the importance of treating a slave well, and was in a position to instigate 
reform in the area of slave law, did not do so. According to Garnsey, ‘to say that they were 
disinclined to do so would be inaccurate: more likely, the possibility never occurred to 
them’.75 Slavery was a self-evident part of society; no one launched a movement for 
abolition in antiquity. Garnsey believes that one explanation for this lies in the fact that 
there was no alternative model, no rival free-labour system such as there was in ante-
bellum America.76 Yet even if there was no alternative model that could be implemented, 
there was an alternative that was envisioned in various utopian or ideal communities, a 
phenomenon that Garnsey does not discuss. The ways in which such alternative ways of 
living, characterised by the fact that there would be no slaves, were imagined, will be the 
focus of this section.  

2.1 Cosmopolitan Views on Slave and Free 

In the previous chapter, we already identified cosmopolitanism as a prominent philosophical 
idea in the early Empire, one that had its influence also on Paul. As noted there, it was 
especially in this time, when a unified Empire was being formed, that the idea of a unified 
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humanity also gained prominence.77 While the focus in Chapter II was on its ethnic and 
geographical aspects, cosmopolitanism informed attitudes towards slaves as well. The main 
characteristic of ancient cosmopolitanism, which was popular especially among Stoics and 
Cynics, is the notion that all humans share in reason. Reason not only connects all people, 
but also connects humans to the divine, as Dio Chrysostom explains: 

now concerning the nature of the gods in general, and especially that of the ruler 
of the universe, first and foremost an idea regarding him and a conception of him 
common to the whole human race (tou/ xu,mpantoj avnqrwpi,nou ge,nouj), to the 
Greeks and the barbarians alike (òmoi,wj me.n ~Ellhnwn( òmoi,wj de. barba,rwn), a 
conception that is inevitable and innate in every creature endowed with reason 
(avnagkai,a kai. e;mfutoj evn panti. tw/| logikw|/). (Dio Chrysostom, Discourse 12. 27) 

The whole human race thus shares a conception of the divine, through their share in reason. 
That for Dio, slaves are included among those who have reason becomes clear in the next 
passage.78 Dio here is concerned with brothel keepers, and argues strongly that their 
activities should be forbidden, since they ‘bring individuals together in union without love 
and intercourse without affection, and all for the sake of filthy lucre’ (Discourse 7, 133). He 
gives two particular reasons for this, one reason being that if the minor evil of prostitution is 
accepted, then that is likely to lead to worse, namely an assault on ‘the chastity of women 
and boys of good family’ (Discourse 7, 139). The other reason for banning brothels given by 
Dio is the fact that all humanity, including slaves involved in prostitution, deserves honour 
equally: 

It is our duty, therefore, to give some heed to this and under no condition to bear 
this mistreatment of outcast and enslaved creatures with calmness and 
indifference (r̀a|qu,mwj fe,ronasth.n eivj ta. a;tima kai. dou/la sw,mata u[brin), (…) 
because all humanity has been held in honour and in equal honour by God, who 
begat it, having the same marks and tokens to show that it deserves honour, to 
wit, reason and the knowledge of evil and good ( ,h-| koinh/| to. avnqrw,pinon ge,noj 
a[pan e;ntimon kai. om̀o,timon ùpo. tou/ fu,santoj qeou/ tauvta shmei/a kai. su,mbola 
e;con tou/ tima/sqai dikai,wj kai. lo,gon kai. evmpeiri,an kalw/n te kai. aivscrw/n 
ge,gonen). (Dio Chrysostom, Discourse 7, 138)  

Dio’s cosmopolitan conviction that all humans are connected in the same way to God thus 
has implications even for some of the lowest in society, for enslaved prostitutes. We see 
again, as argued above, that the sexual use of slaves, here specifically in the context of 
prostitution, was not universally accepted in Antiquity. Both Dio’s sexual ethic and his 
emphasis on reason as a quality shared by all people seem to owe much to Stoic influence.79 
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Stoics rejected the Aristotelian notion of natural slavery and believed that all human beings 
share in the divine spirit that permeates the universe.80  
The Stoic Epictetus also ascribes a common origin to slave and free and uses the term 
‘brother’ to denote the relation between the two: 

But when you have asked for warm water and the slave has not heard, or if he did 
hear has brought only tepid water, or he is not even found to be in the house, 
then not to be vexed or to burst with passion, is not this acceptable to the 
gods?—How then shall a man endure such persons as this slave? Slave yourself 
(avndrapo,dwn), will you not bear with your own brother, who has Zeus for his 
progenitor, and is like a son from the same seeds and of the same descent from 
above (ouvk avne,xh| tou/ avdelfou/ tou/ sautou/, o[j e;cei ton Di,a pro,gonon, w[sper uìo.j 
evk tw/n auvtw/n sperma,twn ge,gonen kai. th/j auvth/j a;nwqen katabolh/j)? But if you 
have been put in any such higher place, will you immediately make yourself a 
tyrant? Will you not remember who you are, and whom you rule? that they are 
kinsmen, that they are brethren by nature, that they are the offspring of Zeus? 
(o[ti suggenw/n, o[ti avdelfw/n fu,sei, o[ti tou/ Dio.j avpogo,nwn). (Epictetus, 
Discourses I. 13, 2-4) 

Even though a free man is placed in a position above slaves, Epictetus argues that his 
behaviour ought to be tempered by the fact that slave and free are brothers and children of 
Zeus together. Because slave and free have the same origin, it is possible to see them not 
only in their conventional hierarchical positions, but also in a more level relationship, for 
which Epictetus uses the term brother. Being brothers presumably does not change 
anything about the relative positions in the household; the slave is still expected to fetch 
water of the correct temperature. But it should, according to Epictetus, change the way a 
master treats a slave.81 

The view expressed by Epictetus and even his choice of words has much in common 
with Paul’s statements discussed above. Paul also uses the term brother to denote the 
relationship between people in the community, and particularly between slave and free in 
his letter to Philemon. He encourages Philemon not merely to refrain from acting like a 
despot, but to receive his slave Onesimus as if he were a guest. Even the wordplay used by 
Epictetus here has a similar ring to that used by Paul in 1 Corinthians (1 Corinthians 7:22), 
since Epictetus addresses his fictive interlocutor, who is a free man frustrated with his 
slave’s behaviour, with the term andrapodon (avndra,podon), or man-footer, a common word 
for a slave.82 Epictetus thus addresses this free man as ‘slave’, while calling slave and free 
brothers. 
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Seneca takes similar liberties with the positions of slave and free. In his famous letter 
on slavery, Seneca, like Dio and Epictetus, declares that slave and free share a common 
origin.83  

‘“They are slaves”, people declare. No, rather they are men. “Slaves”, no 
comrades. “Slaves”. No, they are unpretentious friends. “Slaves”. No, they are 
our fellow slaves, if one reflects that Fortune has equal rights over slaves and free 
men alike’ (…) Kindly remember that he whom you call your slave sprang from 
the same stock, is smiled upon by the same skies, and on equal terms with 
yourself breathes, lives, and dies (Vis tu cogitare istum, quem servum tuum 
vocas, ex isdem seminibus ortum eodem frui caelo, aeque spirare, aeque vivere, 
aeque mori!). It is just as possible for you to see in him a free-born man as for him 
to see in you a slave (tam tu illum videre ingenuum potes quam ille te servum). 
(Seneca, Epistle 47.1, 10) 

Again we can note parallels with Paul’s language. Seneca plays with the categories of slave 
and free like Paul does, questioning the distinctions assumed by ‘people’. Yet whereas Paul 
addresses his comments to slaves, Seneca aims his remarks at free people. Seneca writes for 
members of an elite audience, whom he encourages to treat slaves with a degree of respect 
and to make sure that slaves honour, rather than fear them (Epistle 47.18). His objective 
here is to engender a morally correct attitude in the master, not to improve the situation of 
slaves. Seneca saw good master-slave relations as ‘essential to the peace of the household 
and the survival of the existing social structure’.84 The only distinction that truly matters is 
that between good and bad moral character.85 According to Garnsey, the deterministic 
nature of Stoicism could rather work to reinforce the existing social hierarchies. Fate 
determined which role one played in life and one’s moral responsibility was to apply oneself 
willingly to playing that role. For slaves, this meant serving their masters well.86 

In this same letter, Seneca expresses concern about the effects that bad treatment 
has on slaves. When they are not allowed to talk to their masters, they will talk behind their 
backs. Seneca further discusses those masters who think it beneath themselves to have 
dinner with their slaves:  

That is why I smile at those who think it degrading for a man to dine with his 
slave. But why should they think it degrading? It is only because purse-proud 
etiquette surrounds a householder at his dinner with a mob of standing slaves.  
The master eats more than he can hold, and with monstrous greed loads his belly 
until it is stretched and at length ceases to do the work of a belly; so that he is at 
greater pains to discharge all the food than he was to stuff it down. All this time 
the poor slaves may not move their lips, even to speak. (…)The result of it all is 
that these slaves, who may not talk in their master's presence, talk about their 
master. (…) Finally, the saying, in allusion to this same highhanded treatment, 
becomes current: "As many enemies as you have slaves." They are not enemies 
when we acquire them; we make them enemies (totidem hostes esse quot 
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servos. Non habemus illos hostes, sed facimus.). With slaves like these the master 
cannot bear to dine; he would think it beneath his dignity to associate with his 
slave at the same table!  (Seneca, Epistle 47.2-5, 10) 

The situation described by Seneca, of masters sharing the table with their slaves, occurred 
during the annual festival of the Saturnalia, which was celebrated with enthusiasm in 
Roman times.87 According to Fanny Dolansky, the celebration of this festival sprang from 
similar concerns as those expressed by Seneca. These concerns were signs of a certain 
‘discomfiture with aspects of slavery’. Even though Seneca, as a wealthy slave owner in his 
own right, ‘did not actually wish to return to a Golden Age when slavery did not exist’, yet 
his writing, according to Dolansky, ‘suggests a definite anxiety that likely stemmed from 
genuine fear for personal safety and the safety of one’s kin when living among slaves’.88 The 
annual festivities in which the hierarchy between slave and free was relaxed, or even 
reversed, provided a safety valve for such anxieties. Since the festival ritualised the role 
reversal between slaves and masters, and since its origins were seen to lie in a time of 
‘extraordinary justice’, when there were no slaves, we will take a look at the way the festival 
features in first-century sources.  

2.2 Reversing Slave and Free: The Saturnalia 

One of the most remarkable features of the Saturnalia, celebrated every year in December, 
was the ‘temporary suspension of the social distinctions between master and servant’.89 
During the communal meals, slave and free dined together, and slaves were sometimes 
even served by their masters. In breaking through the conventional social hierarchy, the 
festival actually played a critical role in maintaining the conventional order within the 
household. The extent to which members of the household participated in the celebration 
corresponded to their relative positions in it. Taking part in the festival thus played a role in 
the process of socialisation, by showing everyone their place in the domestic hierarchy.90 It 
also provided a way to channel the tensions between masters and slaves and in fact to 
legitimate the status quo. Dolansky calls this breaking of convention ‘transgressing 
commensality’; having communal meals in which social superiors invite inferiors to dine 
with them. This transgression serves as a temporary and artificial break in the conventional 
order, with the effect that this order is in fact reinforced as normal.91 In spite of its 
experimental potential, ritual reversal did not carry the germ of structural social change.92 
Although we have only a brief glimpse of the meals celebrated in the Pauline community (in 
1 Corinthians 11: 20-22), these meals also seem to have involved a degree of transgression. 
It is most likely their breaking with social convention that created conflict in Corinth, and it 
is through Paul’s scolding of the more wealthy members of the community that we know 
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that such commensality was practiced. Paul corrects those who apparently felt they did not 
have to eat with the poorer members, some of whom may have been slaves: 

when you come together, it is not the Lord’s supper you eat (Sunercome,nwn ou=n 
ùmw/n evpi. to. auvto. ouvk e;stin kuriako.n dei/pnon fagei/n). Because everyone goes 
ahead and eats their own supper, and one is hungry, another drunk (e[kastoj ga.r 
to. i;dion dei/pnon prolamba,nei evn tw/| fagei/n( kai. o]j me.n peina/| o]j de. mequ,eiÅ). 
Don’t you have houses to eat and drink in? Or do you despise the community of 
God and humiliate those who have nothing (h' th/j evkklhsi,aj tou/ qeou/ 
katafronei/te( kai. kataiscu,nete tou.j mh. e;contaj)? Should I praise you? I do not 
praise you in this. (1 Corinthians 11:20-22) 

The rich in the Corinthian community brought their privileged position into the shared meal. 
The exact nature of the offensive behaviour cannot be decided here. It was either not 
waiting for the poorer part of the community or eating their own portions, depending on 
the meaning of prolamba,nei (‘take beforehand’ or ‘take in’, in 1 Corinthians 11:21). In either 
case, the rich were not sharing their meal with ‘those who have nothing’.93 Those who had 
time and money to spare humiliated those who were not free to come to the table until 
their work was done or who were not given enough to eat and remained hungry. Paul 
considered the behaviour of the rich not just an insult to the poor, but to the ekklesía as a 
whole. If the meal is not shared by all equally, it is not the Lord’s supper, and its meaning is 
lost. The special meaning appears to derive from breaking the conventional order, which 
would have been that those who were welcome at the table, and the food that was served 
to each, would reflect their social position.94 We can wonder whether those who took part 
in the community meals in Corinth were used to celebrating the Saturnalia. Would the 
meals shared by slaves and free people in this new context have signaled to them that the 
conventional social order had been left behind, not just for a few days in December, but this 
time for good?  

2.2.1 The Origin of the Saturnalia: Equality of Slave and Free 
As we will see in this section, discussions of the origins of the festival of the Saturnalia in 
ancient sources indicate that it was associated with a period of justice, when slavery was 
absent. Several authors describe the festival as an imitation of a mythical Golden Age, a 
time of plenty, when there were no slaves. According to Bruno Gatz, in his study of the 
Golden Age, the motif of the absence of slaves in the time of Kronos was present in ancient 
Greek comedy, but appears in later Roman sources in a more serious context, as an 
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explanation for the freedom of slaves during the Saturnalia.95 Since these authors, as we will 
see, explicitly associate the absence of slaves with justice and equality, it is not surprising 
that they no longer see such a time as a source of comedy. The cosmopolitan view of slaves 
as equally possessing reason and therefore equally human as their masters, as discussed 
above, will have contributed to this changed perspective on the time of Saturn. The absence 
of slaves is now no longer funny, but rather becomes an ideal that is recreated in the 
Saturnalia, and that can also be incorporated in the depictions of ideal communities, or 
expectation of a utopian future. The latter will be explored below, but first we examine 
those sources that describe the origins of the Saturnalia. 

While Plutarch knows that many consider the Saturnalia to be a reminder of the age 
of Saturn, he rather ascribes the tradition to the second king of Rome, Numa. Plutarch 
compares Numa favourably to Lycurgus after his biographies of both, and observes that 
Numa was ‘far more Hellenic’ since he allowed slaves to taste freedom during the 
Saturnalia:96 

we shall own that Numa was far more Hellenic as a lawgiver, since he gave 
acknowledged slaves a taste of the dignity of freedom, by making it the custom 
for them to feast in the company of their masters during the Saturnalia (tou.j 
wm̀ologhme,nouj dou,louj e;geuse timh/j evleuqe,raj evn toi/j Kroni,oij evstia/sqai meta. 
tw/n despotw/n avnamemigme,nouj evqi,saj). For this too was one of the institutions of 
Numa, as we are told, who thereby admitted to the enjoyment of the yearly fruits 
of the earth those who had helped to produce them. Some, however, fancy that 
this custom was a reminder of the equality (ivsonomi,aj) which characterized the 
famous Saturnian age, when there was neither slave nor master, but all were 
regarded as kinsmen and equals (ẁj mhdeno.j dou,lou mhde. despo,tou, pa,n tw/n de. 
suggenw/n kai. ivsoti,mwn nomizome,nwn). (Plutarch, Numa 23, 11) 

The alternative view that Plutarch records is that the tradition is a reminder of the time of 
Saturn, which he describes as a time when there was equality (ivsonomi,a), since all people 
regarded each other as relatives and equals (suggenei/j and ivsoti,moi).97  
A similar description, dating from the time of Augustus, can be found in the Epitome of 
Pompeius Trogus.98 This work by the historian of the same name, about whom little is 
known, was preserved by Justin. The Epitome focusses on the Macedonian monarchy, but 
reaches far back, into the history of Italy. This passage confirms the idea that there were no 
slaves under Saturn, since he was a man of ‘extraordinary justice’. 
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The first inhabitants of Italy were the Aborigines, whose king, Saturn, is said to 
have been a man of such extraordinary justice, that no one was a slave in his 
reign, or had any private property, but all things were common to all, and 
undivided, as one estate for the use of every one (rex Saturnus tantae iustitiae 
fuisse dicitur, ut neque seruierit quisquam sub illo neque quicquam priuatae rei 
habuerit, sed omnia communia et indiuisa omnibus fuerint, ueluti unum cunctis 
patrimonium esset.); in memory of which way of life, it has been ordered that at 
the Saturnalia slaves should everywhere sit down with their masters at the 
entertainments, the rank of all being made equal. (Ob cuius exempli memoriam 
cautum est, ut Saturnalibus exaequato omnium iure passim in conuiuiis serui cum 
dominis recumbent). (Justin, Epitome of Pompeius Trogus, XLIII 1,3) 

This portrait of the time of Saturn contains several of the characteristics that we observed in 
chapter I as belonging to ideal or utopian communities.99 The absence of property and 
divisions between people and the absence of slaves exemplify the justice of Saturn, as they 
do utopian societies from Plato onwards. By the first century, the two themes of an ideal 
primordial time and of an ideal or utopian community have influenced each other and the 
characteristics of the latter especially have been incorporated in the former. We will return 
to this development in our examination of the absence of slaves in a future Golden Age and 
in ideal communities.  

A final example is found in the second-century work on the Saturnalia by Lucian (2nd 
century CE), who put the following description in the mouth of Saturn himself: 

‘that men may remember what life was like in my days, when all things grew 
without sowing or ploughing of theirs--no ears of corn, but loaves complete and 
meat ready cooked--, when wine flowed in rivers, and there were fountains of 
milk and honey; all men were good and all men were gold. Such is the purpose of 
this my brief reign; therefore the merry noise on every side, the song and the 
games; therefore equality for all, slaves and free people. When I was king, no one 
was a slave (ivsotimi,a pa/si kai. dou,loij kai. evleuqe,roij: ouvdei.j ga.r evp’ evmou/ dou/loj 
h=n).’ (Lucian, Saturnalia 1.7) 

Again, the absence of slavery is associated with equality, and the Saturnalia are seen as a 
reminder of this. In Lucian, the theme of abundance, that also occurred in the comic 
depictions of the Golden Age, is more present than in the sources quoted above. The 
festivities reflect the time of plenty, when no slaves would have been needed to produce 
food, since this appeared ready-made. In a passage that is reminiscent of Paul, Lucian also 
emphasizes that hospitality should be shown to the poor who come visiting the houses of 
the wealthy during the Saturnalia.100 Saturn's priest complains that the rich are not treating 
the poor with sufficient generosity during the feast, and he appeals to Saturn for help:  

Tell them [the rich], moreover, to invite the poor to dinner, taking in four or five 
at a time, not as they do nowadays, but in a more democratic fashion, all having 
an equal share, not one man stuffing himself with dainties with the servant 
standing waiting for him to eat himself to exhaustion, then when this servant 
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comes to us he passes on while we are still getting ready to put out our hand, 
only letting us glimpse the platter or the remnants of the cake. (Lucian, Saturnian 
Letters 119) 

The behaviour of the rich that requires correction according to this passage seems 
remarkably similar to that of those Paul corrects in 1 Corinthians, discussed above (1 
Corinthians 11:20-22). If the food is not shared equally, ‘in a democratic fashion’, then the 
ritual defeats the purpose.  

The passages discussed in this section show that a life without slavery was portrayed 
by some in the early Empire as an ideal way of life; an ideal associated with justice and 
equality, and that was kept alive in the celebration of the Saturnalia. While the absence of 
slavery was a source of comedy in classical times, it became something much more serious 
during the Roman era, although it still remained an idea that was far removed from every-
day society. A society without slaves was not easy to conceive under conventional 
circumstances.  

Kostas Vlassopoulos stresses that since douleia, the Greek concept of slavery, was 
not primarily conceived of as a relationship of property, but rather as one of domination, 
any inequality in power was assumed to inevitably result in slavery.101 ‘The Greeks 
understood clearly that as long as there were people who, because they had more wealth 
and power, were able to make others to obey their orders, douleia could not be 
extinguished.’ In such an understanding of slavery, equality is not the result of the absence 
of slavery, but rather its prerequisite.  

According to Vlassopoulos, this explains why ‘slavery is absent only in a few cases of 
Greek utopias’; it can only be absent when there is either very little, or where there is 
abundance. Primitive societies can therefore be imagined to exist without slaves, since 
there are either not enough resources to allow some people to have more wealth or power 
than others, or people have only limited needs for which they do not require the service of 
others. The other form of Greek utopia where Vlassopoulos believes that slavery can be 
absent is a Golden Age, in that case ‘either because the earth gives a bountiful production 
without work or because inanimate objects move and produce, and fish get cooked on their 
own and come straight to one’s mouth’.  

Although Lucian’s description of the Golden Age falls in this latter category, neither 
in Plutarch nor in Pompeius Trogus is any mention made of either a lack or an abundance of 
food and other resources. The emphasis in both texts is on the moral connotations of not 
having slaves. Especially during the early Empire, there was evidently a broader range of 
situations in which slavery could be imagined as absent than Vlassopoulos suggests. In the 
next section, we will turn to several other sources that depict a way of life without slaves. 
Unlike the texts just discussed, these sources do not place the absence of slaves in the past, 
but rather in the future or the present. They provide further confirmation that in Paul’s 
time, an ideal society could very well be imagined as a society where there were no slaves.  

2.3 Ideal Communities and Times without Slaves  

Our discussion of the Saturnalia has shown that various authors in the early Empire 
attributed the origin of the festival to an ideal past, when slave and free were equal. Yet 
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during the imperial period, a new appropriation of this ideal past took shape in a process 
that can be called the ‘eschatologisation’ of the myth of the Golden Age.102 Whereas the 
Golden Age had previously been located in the past, it was now reinterpreted as an ideal 
future, one that to some extent might already be realised. With the fourth Eclogue, the poet 
Virgil, whether inspired by a similar move in the Sibylline prophecies or independently, 
established the return of Golden Age as a literary concept.103 In Virgil, as in other Roman 
poets, the future Golden Age is imagined as a time of peace, justice and prosperity, but the 
theme of equality of slave and free does not feature, in contrast to those sources that place 
the ideal time in the past.104  

The position of slaves is mentioned, however, in the Epicurean prophecy of an ideal 
future that occurs in the inscription by Diogenes of Oenoanda, as well as in book 2 of the 
Sibylline Oracles. Both these prophecies also seem inspired by the idea of a Golden Age. The 
connection between equality and the absence of slaves that we encountered in several of 
the descriptions of the age of Saturn is also made by Philo in his descriptions of the Essenes 
and the Therapeutae. Of all ancient authors, Philo seems most explicit in connecting 
contemporary ideas about humanity as brothers and equal and the status of slaves. We will 
therefore begin with an examination of Philo’s thought on slave and free, both in 
connection with the age of Saturn and with the ideal communities of the Essenes and 
Therapeutae, which share a number of important features. 

2.3.1 Philo on Slaves and Equality  
Although Roman emperors are associated with the blessings of a Saturnian age in a number 
of sources, both literary and epigraphical, the most elaborate description of such a time of 
justice and social equality is given by Philo, in connection with Caligula’s ascension to 
power.105 In his Embassy to Gaius, Philo gives a vivid account of the festivities that ensued 
all over the world, ‘from the rising to the setting sun’ (Embassy to Gaius 1.10) when Gaius 
became emperor:106 

On this occasion the rich were not better off than the poor, nor the men of high 
rank than the lowly, nor the creditors than the debtors, nor the masters than the 
slaves (ouv despo,tai dou,lwn perih/san), since the occasion gave equal privileges 
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and communities to all men (ivsonomi,an tou/ kairou/ dido,ntoj), so that the age of 
Saturn (Kroniko.n bi,on), which is so celebrated by the poets was no longer looked 
upon as a fiction and a fable, on account of the universal prosperity and 
happiness which reigned everywhere, and the absence of all grief and fear, and 
the daily and nightly exhibitions of joy (euvfrosu,naj) and festivity throughout 
every house and throughout the whole people, which lasted continually without 
any interruption during the first seven months of his reign. (Philo, Embassy to 
Gaius 1.13)  

The first seven months of Gaius’ reign saw the realisation of the ‘age of Saturn’, according to 
Philo. Even though Gaius later proved to be a disappointment, the initial reaction was the 
creation of a temporary topsy-turvy world characterised by equality (ivsonomi,a) between 
high and low, and between slave and free. According to Versnel, ‘all the Saturn(al)ian 
ingredients have been moulded into one majestic hyperbole’ by Philo, although his 
description ‘contains germs of the anomic’.107 Since Philo was very critical of Gaius, we have 
to allow for the possibility that he is not presenting a straightforwardly positive picture of 
the beginning of his reign, but rather one that already foreshadows the misery that was to 
follow.108  

The categories mentioned by Philo here in connection with the age of Saturn appear 
to owe something to Jewish prophetic literature, as Versnel correctly observes. Debtor and 
creditor, master and slave, and grief and joy are pairs of opposites that occur both in Old-
Testament prophecies as well as in later eschatological texts.109 The closest parallel to the 
pairs mentioned by Philo can be found in a prophecy in Isaiah: 

See, the LORD is going to lay waste the earth and devastate it; he will ruin its face 
and scatter its inhabitants-it will be the same for priest as for people, for master 
as for servant (ò pai/j wj̀ o ̀ ku,rioj), for mistress as for maid, for seller as for 
buyer (ò avgora,zwn ẁj o ̀ pwlw/n), for borrower as for lender (ò danei,zwn ẁj ò 
daneizo,menoj), for debtor as for creditor (ò ovfei,lwn wj̀ w|- ovfei,lei). (…) The earth 
dries up (mourns, evpe,nqhsen) and withers, the world languishes and withers, the 
exalted of the earth languish (mourn, evpe,nqhsan). (…) The new wine dries up 
(mourns, penqh,sei) and the vine withers (mourns, penqh,sei); all the merrymakers 
(oì euvfraino,menoi th.n yuch,n) groan. (Isaiah 24:1-2, 4, 7) 

This prophecy foresees the total destruction of the world by God, involving all parts of the 
population, without regard for social distinctions.110 Several pairs of opposites mentioned in 
Isaiah are similar to those in Philo, although there does not seem to be a verbal parallel with 
the LXX.111 The pairs ‘master-slave’ and ‘creditor-debtor’ occur in both, while the idea of 
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high and low is reflected in several of the pairs in Isaiah (priest-people, mistress-maid). 
Finally the opposition between grief and joy also appears in both passages (euvfrosu,nh, joy 
(Embassy to Gaius 13), euvfrai,nw, to rejoice (Isaiah 24:7). Similar pairs feature in a Sibylline 
prophecy as we will see below, as well as in Paul and in Gospel passages, as will be discussed 
in the next chapter in relation to marriage. Philo thus appears to associate a contemporary 
Jewish understanding of the end time with the age of Saturn. There is evidence in Philo’s 
other works that the idea of equality between slave and free was of exceptional interest to 
him. 

In general, Philo did not object to slavery and like many of his contemporaries who 
wrote on such matters, he encouraged masters not to treat slaves harshly, in order to 
‘receive the services to which you are entitled’:  

Cease, therefore, you who are called masters (oì lego,menoi despo,tai), from 
imposing harsh and intolerable commands on your slaves, which break the 
strength of the body by their compulsion, and compel the soul to faint even 
before the bodies; for there is no objection to your exerting a moderate degree of 
authority, giving orders by which you will receive the services to which you are 
entitled, and in consequence of which your servants will cheerfully do what they 
are desired; and then they will discharge their duties but for a short period, as if 
early exhausted, and, if one must say the truth, brought by their labours to old 
age before their time; but like athletes, preserving their youthful vigour for a long 
time, who do not become fat and corpulent, but who are accustomed, by 
exertion and sweat, to train themselves, so as to be able to acquire the things 
which are necessary and useful for life. (Philo, Special Laws 2.90-91) 

A master should not be harsh, but should exert a moderate degree of authority for best 
results. Such a view was quite common among Greek authors and generally, Jewish 
practices and attitudes with regard to slavery seem to have been no different from 
contemporary Greco-Roman ones.112 Yet Philo does not limit himself to predictable advice 
such as this, and his own distinctive position on slavery is not always recognised. When 
discussing the command that slaves too should rest on the seventh day (Exodus 20:10, in On 
the Special Laws 2.66-69), he argues that this practice will lead towards virtue (avreth,), and 
serve as a reminder of equality (ivso,thj):  

And from the occurrence of the free men at times submitting to the tasks of 
servants, and of the servants enjoying a respite and holiday, it will arise that the 
life of humankind advances in improvement towards perfect virtue (sumbh,setai 
to.n tw/n avnqrw,pwn bi,on evpidou/nai pro.j avreth.n teleiota,thn), from their being 
thus reminded of the principles of equality (ùpomimnh|skomenwn ivso,thtoj), and 
repaying each other with necessary services, both those of high and those of 
obscure rank. (Philo, On the Special Laws 2.68-69) 
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The commandment for slaves to rest on the seventh day ensures that masters occasionally 
perform the tasks of slaves, so that they will know what to do should their position in life 
change. Slaves get a taste of freedom, to encourage them to be loyal in the hope of 
eventually being freed (On the Special Laws 2.66-67). According to Philo, this change of roles 
will help humankind to advance towards virtue, because mutual service will be a reminder 
of the principles of equality. The role change that Philo proposes thus seems to play on the 
same theme that appears in Epictetus and Seneca, discussed above. Philo, however, appears 
to expect not only that the attitude of the master towards the slave reflects their common 
origin, but rather that it is aimed at reaching a higher state of virtue for all people.113     

This same ideal of equality and virtue is achieved, according to Philo, by two Jewish 
groups that reject slavery. In his description of the Essenes and the Therapeutae, Philo 
attributes to them a fundamental criticism of slavery. Both groups are portrayed as 
exemplifying Jewish virtue and as part of their high moral standard, they consider slavery to 
be against nature, which has created everyone as equals. Of the Essenes Philo writes: 

Not a single slave is to be found among them, but all are free (dou/loj te par’ 
auvtoi/j ouvde. ei-j evsti,n avll’ evleu,qeroi pa,ntej), exchanging services with each 
other and they denounce the owners of slaves, not merely for their injustice in 
outraging the law of equality, but also for their impiety in annulling the statute of 
Nature, who, mother-like, has born and reared all men alike, and created them 
genuine brothers, not in mere name but in very reality (kataginw,skousi te tw/n 
despotw/n ouv mo,non wj̀ avdikwn ivso,thta lumainome,nwn avlla. kai. wj̀ avsebw/n 
qesmo.n fu,sewj avnairou,ntwn h] pa,ntaj òmoi,wj gennh,sasa kai qreyame,nh mhtro.j 
di,khn avdelfou.j gnhsi,ouj ouv legome,nouj avll o;ntaj o;ntwj avpeirga,sato), though 
this kinship has been put to confusion by the triumph of malignant covetousness, 
which has wrought estrangement instead of affinity and enmity instead of 
friendship. (Philo, That Every Good Man Is Free 79)  

The Essenes are a group made up only of free men, and in the absence of slaves, they 
perform services for each other. They appear to live out the way towards virtue set out by 
Philo in the passage discussed above on resting on the Sabbath. Philo ascribes their way of 
life to a radical criticism of slave owners, who are seen to violate the law of equality and 
disregard the fact that nature has created all people as brothers. Josephus also describes 
the Essenes as not having slaves, though for different and more practical reasons:  

they neither marry wives, nor are desirous to keep servants; as thinking the latter 
tempts men to be unjust, and the former gives the handle to domestic quarrels 
(Josephus, Jewish Antiquities, 18.21). 

As noted in our discussion of the Essenes in the first chapter, Josephus’ and Philo’s portrayal 
of the Essenes as a group that practices community of goods and lives without marriage or 
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slavery fits within the wider tradition of utopian or ideal communities in Antiquity.114 Yet 
while many depictions of such communities are clear on the first two issues, as in a 
‘community of goods and women’, the presence or absence of slaves is usually not 
addressed directly and is consequently a matter of debate among scholars.115 Philo and 
Josephus' statements on the Essenes are thus more clear on this issue than are other 
authors that describe ideal or utopian communities, and Philo’s condemnation of slavery is 
more absolute. Still, not all scholars are convinced that a concern for equality is what drives 
Philo. Caroline Murphy suggests that Philo’s aversion to slavery is not explained by the 
violation of equality, since, as noted above, he generally accepts slavery. She believes it is 
the sexual compromises associated with slavery which disgust Philo. Though he refers to it 
only obliquely, the problem for Philo is not only that slave owners make a slave out of a 
brother, but also that they make a sexual partner out of a man, thereby making a man into a 
woman. Murphy concludes that this concern may lead Philo to amplify the attitude of the 
Essenes towards slavery.116  

Philo’s criticism of slavery in the case of the Essenes is not an isolated expression, 
however. Above we already saw how Philo connects the age of Saturn to equality between 
slave and free. In his description of the Therapeutae, Philo also describes slavery as 
imposing inequality, when nature has created everyone free: 

They do not have slaves (avndrapo,dwn) to wait on them, as they consider that the 
ownership of servants is against nature (para. fu,sin). For nature has borne 
everyone to be free, but the wrongful and covetous acts of some who pursued 
that source of evil, inequality (avniso,thta), have imposed their yoke, and invested 
the stronger with power over the weaker. (Philo, On the Contemplative Life 70) 

There is a great deal of discussion about the question whether Therapeutae were in fact an 
existing group, or were made up by Philo for the purpose of argument. Troels Engberg-
Pedersen argues that Philo’s description of the Therapeutae is fictional, and is a 
‘philosopher’s dream’. Its meaning therefore does not lie in the information it conveys 
about the Therapeutae, according to Engberg-Pedersen, but in what it tells us about Philo; 
they are Philo’s Therapeutae.117 

The best argument in favour of their actual existence seems to be that the group 
included female members. The Therapeutae are a group that exemplifies the life of 
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philosophical contemplation. While Philo generally is not very positive about women, to say 
the least, it is particularly difficult to imagine that women would have a place in his 
philosophical utopia. As Joan Taylor notes, ‘one would not invent a group with features one 
then had to explain away’.118 While it is thus likely that Philo did model his description on an 
existing group, we have no way of knowing whether this group did or did not have slaves. 
Given his rhetorical aim, Philo is not really concerned with an accurate description of the 
practicalities of daily life in the community.119  

Philo compares the meals of the Therapeutae with conventional symposia and 
attacks the sexual use of male slaves at such occasions. He contrasts Greek symposium 
culture, where slaves are present to serve the meal which then leads to pederasty, to the 
chaste Therapeutae where young people who are not slaves, serve the meals (On the 
Contemplative Life 58-61, 70-72). Philo strongly disapproves of sex with slave boys, not only 
from the point of view of the master, but also because it corrupts the boy. As noted above 
in our discussion of slaves and sexual ethics, Musonius Rufus also condemns the sexual use 
of slaves. He does so, however, because it shows a lack of self-control in the master, and 
does not discuss the situation of the slave. Holger Szesnat suggests that perhaps it is the fact 
that Philo ascribes a common nature to master and slave that allows him to regard the 
gender status of the boy as more important than his social status in this context.120 Again it 
would be insufficient to attribute Philo’s criticism of slavery solely to his sexual ethic. Even 
though he accepted slaves as a necessity, he also viewed slave and free as created equals 
and felt that this could become a reality in a philosophical community or an ideal time. 

2.3.2 ‘No Slave’ at the End Time: Sibylline Oracles 2  
Several of the features of Philo’s ideal communities can also be seen in the eschatological 
prophecy in book 2 of the Sibylline Oracles. The end time is portrayed here as a time when 
people will live as equals, sharing goods, not marrying and not having slaves:121  

The earth belongs equally to all (gai/a d’ i;sh pa,ntwn), undivided by walls or 
fences (ouv tei,cesin ouv perifragmoi/j diamerizome,nh). It will bear abundant fruits 
spontaneously. Lives will be in common and wealth will have no division (koinoi, 
te bi,oi kai. plou/toj a;moiroj). For there will be no poor man there, no rich, and 
no tyrant, no slave (ouv ga.r ptwco.j evkei/( ouv plou,sioj( ouvde. tu,rannoj( ouv dou/loj); 
no one will be either great or small anymore, there will be no kings, and no 
leaders: all are equal there (koinh/| d’ a[ma pa,ntej). (…) No spring, no summer, no 
winter, no autumn, no marriage, no death, no selling, no buying (ouv ga,mon( ouv 
qa,naton( ouv pra,seij( oud’ avgorasmou,j), no sunset, no sunrise: because he will 
make one great day. (Sibylline Oracles 2. 319-329)  

This passage is another example of the ‘eschatologisation’ of the Golden Age, or perhaps in 
this case better, of the ‘Golden Aging’ of eschatology.122 In his recent commentary on books 
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1 and 2, Olaf Waßmuth comes to the conclusion that the eschatological vision quoted here 
is part of the oldest, pre-Christian layer, which dates from the late first or early second 
century CE.123 The author of this base-layer (‘Grundschrift’) uses the Greek idea of a Golden 
Age as his Leitmotiv, which is reflected at various points in the book (Sibylline Oracles 1. 65-
86; 1.283-306; 2. 313-338).124 In the final vision of the end-time, quoted here, the Golden 
Age is described in full. It will be a time of abundance, when food will grow without labour, 
and all will live as equals, sharing all goods. Like Philo’s description of the festivities for 
Gaius reminiscent of the age of Saturn, this prophecy combines ideas from the Golden Age 
with Jewish eschatological motifs.  

Again there is similarity with the high-low oppositions in Isaiah. Of the economic 
pairs mentioned in Isaiah, seller-buyer (o` avgora,zwn w`j o` pwlw/n), borrower-lender (ò 
danei,zwn w`j o` daneizo,menoj) and debtor-creditor (ò ovfei,lwn w`j w|- ovfei,lei), the third, 
debtor-creditor, was mentioned by Philo (ouv daneistai. crewstw/n) while the first, selling and 
buying, occurs in the Sibylline prophecy (ouv pra,seij( ouvd’ avgorasmou,j). We can thus 
conclude that there was an appropriation of the Golden Age tradition in Jewish thought that 
connected these to biblical prophecy, resulting in descriptions of an ideal age that included 
a combination of motifs from both traditions. The same conflation can be seen in ideas 
about an ideal community. The absence of slavery, or an end to the distinction slave-free 
was a part of the depiction of the Golden Age, as well as of Jewish prophecy, and of strands 
of utopian thought, all of which came together in Jewish thought on an ideal community or 
time where there would be no slaves. 

Although this motif of the absence of slaves finds its clearest expression in Jewish 
sources, it is also present in the Epicurean expectation of an ideal future found in the 
inscription of Diogenes of Oenoanda, already introduced in Ch I.125 Diogenes also proclaims 
a message of hope for the future and the coming of a Golden Age: 

then truly the life of the gods will pass to human beings. For all things will be full 
of justice and mutual love, and there will be no need of fortifications or laws and 
all the things which we contrive on account of one another (dikaiosu,nhj ga.r 
e;stai mesta. pa,nta kai. filallhli,aj, kai. ouv genh,setai teicw/n h; no,mwn crei,a 
kai. pa,ntwn o[sa di v avllh,louj skeuwrou,meqa). As for the necessities derived from 
agriculture, as we shall have no [slaves then], for indeed we [ourselves shall plow] 
and dig and tend [the plants] and [divert] rivers (…)(peri. de. tw/n avpo. gewrgi,aj 
avnankai,wn, ẁj ouvk evsome,nwn h̀m[ei/n to,te dou,lwn# kai. ga.r av[ro,somen auvtoi.# kai. 
ska,yo[men( kai. tw/n fu#tw/n evpimel[hso,meqa#( kai. potamo[u.j paratre,#yomen). 
(Diogenes of Oenoanda, Fragment 56)126 
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Diogenes sees the Golden Age as a time when there will be no laws or barriers, but only 
justice and mutual love. The absence of slaves also forms part of this idealised future. 
Everyone will work the land together without a need for slaves. Diogenes’ description of this 
‘peaceful era of philosophy and cooperative gardening’ is unique among Epicurean texts; 
there is no indication that Epicurus hoped for this kind of global utopia.127 There is, 
however, a tradition recorded by Diogenes Laertius, which portrays Epicurus as 
‘symphilosophizing’ with a slave called Mys.128 Diogenes Laertius also notes Epicurus’ 
gentleness to his servants (pro,j te tou.j oivke,taj h̀mero,thj) and his benevolence to all 
mankind (kaqo,lou te h̀ pro.j pa,ntaj aùtou/ filanqrwpi,a). Diogenes thus possibly picks up 
on these traditions by addressing his inscription to all Greeks and barbarians ( [Ellhsi k[ai.] 
barba,roij) and declaring the whole world and the entire earth as the home of all people 
(Fragment 30). As discussed in the previous chapter, he expresses an Epicurean ideal in first-
century terms. It seems possible then that Diogenes, Philo, the author of the Sibylline 
prophecy and Paul all made an element that was already present in their respective 
traditions, more explicit.  

Conclusion 

Our analysis of the cultural conversation about slave and free in this chapter has shown that 
the absence of slavery was part of the contemporary imagination of an ideal society, 
whether this was situated in the past, the present, or the future. The notion of the 
connectedness of all human beings to each other and to the divine, that was prominent in 
first-century cosmopolitanism, had implications for slave and free as well. Some of Paul’s 
contemporaries argued that the positions of slave and free in society did not reflect a 
fundamental difference. In essence, slave and free could be seen as brothers. In Jewish 
thought especially, these elements came to a more definite expression.   

Paul’s statement that there is ‘neither slave nor free’ can be seen as part of this 
contemporary understanding. In light of the expectation of a coming end time, the ideal of 
the absence of slavery gains prominence in his thought. Even though the eschatological 
context is less present in discussions of slave and free than it is in connection with the other 
two pairs of the baptismal formula, we can still see its influence, especially in 1 Corinthians 
7. When Paul reassures slaves that they can stay as they are, he does so in a chapter that 
discusses the relative unimportance of marriage in light of the approaching end of the 
world. Just as marriage was a feature of this disappearing world for Paul, as we will see in 
the next chapter, so was slavery.  

Paul’s statements about slave and free tie in with discussions in contemporary 
thought, both Stoic and Jewish. The notion of brotherhood between slave and free is found 
in Paul’s letter to Philemon, in Stoic writers such as Seneca and Epictetus and in Philo’s 
description of the Essenes and Therapeutae. Philo ascribes the notion that slavery is against 
the brotherhood and equality of people to some groups that he considers to be 
philosophically and morally superior. For him, these groups represent some of the best that 
the Jewish way of life had to offer. Paul’s unique position lies in the fact that he created 
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actual communities in which slave and free interacted, which existed not apart from, but as 
a part of, larger society. Paul did not advocate withdrawing from the world, relinquishing all 
possessions, and absolutely foregoing marriage. His attitude towards slaves was also not as 
absolute as in Philo’s description of Essenes and Therapeutae. Rather, we see attempts in 
Paul to think through what the eschatological reality means for the current interactions 
between slave and free. Just as with the other two pairs, Paul interprets the new creation in 
Christ for the old creation in which he and his audience still live. 
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Chapter IV  

Nor Male and Female: Marriage at the End of the 
World 

Introduction 

There can be no doubt that the communities founded by Paul had both male and female 
members. Numerous passages testify to men and women, some mentioned by name, being 
part of the groups to which his letters were addressed.1 While this may seem to be a rather 
trivial observation, it is nonetheless one that is worth making, since we know that all-male 
religious groups existed in Antiquity, and we especially know of such Jewish groups. The all-
male Essenes were seen by both Philo and Josephus to present an ideal way of life, partly 
because they allowed only men into the community, while rejecting wives and marriage.2 
Whereas some texts among the Dead Sea Scrolls appear to assume the presence of families, 
the Rule of the Community does not mention women and is generally seen as relating to a 
community of men only.3 Other Greek authors also know of groups that include only men 
and praise these groups for living ‘in great freedom’.4 Based on contemporary examples, 
Paul could thus very well have decided to limit membership, and direct his message, to men 
only. 

For Paul, however, the presence of both men and women seems to be important, 
since he writes that ‘in the Lord woman is not independent of man nor man independent of 
woman’ (1 Corinthians 11:11). The baptismal saying in Galatians confirms the presence of 
both men and women ‘in Christ’, but signals a change in the situation of ‘male and female’, 
as it does for the other two pairs. This chapter will examine what this change amounted to 
and will analyse how this third pair relates to other passages in which Paul addresses issues 
concerning men and women, and especially marriage, in the context of first-century 
thought.  

Contemporary sources that cite the same verse that is quoted in the baptismal 
formula, about creation into ‘male and female’ (Genesis 1:27), generally do so in the context 
of marriage and procreation. Although there are not many such sources, together they do 
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suggest a contemporary understanding of creation into ‘male and female’ as the creation of 
man and woman as a couple, as husband and wife, for the purpose of having children. When 
Paul declares that there is now no ‘male and female’, he should be heard against the 
background of this contemporary understanding. 

As we shall see, Paul’s discussion of the reasons why, and the circumstances under 
which, a person should be celibate, should marry, or is allowed to divorce, indicate that he 
had an exceptional view on these issues. Paul did not consider marriage as an important 
duty towards society, nature, or God, as most of his contemporaries did. In light of the 
approaching end of time, marriage was no longer of central importance for him. He does 
not present marriage as reinforcing society or the community, but rather as a distraction, to 
be avoided if possible. Marriage is part of the old world that is about to pass away. 

The interpretation of the phrase ‘nor male and female’ presented in this chapter will 
thus depart from what appears to be the consensus view in scholarship, that it declares the 
equality between the sexes, or at least their interdependence.5 Many scholars embrace such 
a reading, which generally goes back to the influential reconstruction of the origin of the 
formula by Wayne Meeks. The first part of this chapter (section 1) will deal with the 
interpretation of the phrase ‘male and female’, beginning with a discussion of Meeks’ 
interpretation and its subsequent development by Daniel Boyarin and Dennis Ronald 
MacDonald (section 1.1). We will then turn to the interpretation of the phrase ‘nor male 
and female’ in Paul’s time, which shows that the phrase is seen as relating not to androgyny 
or to men and women in general, but specifically to their connection in marriage and 
procreation (section 1.2). The second part of this chapter focusses on Paul’s attitude 
towards marriage, procreation and sexuality and connects his ideas to the contemporary 
cultural conversation about these issues (section 2). Both Paul’s arguments for marriage 
(section 2.1) and his arguments against it (section 2.2) will be discussed.  

Since the interpretation proposed here is different from the dominant scholarly 
reading, several issues that are usually seen as related to the third pair of the formula lose 
their relevance in connection to it. These are issues connected to the supposed tension in 
Paul’s view on gender. The fact that a reference to ‘male and female’ is missing in the 
citation in 1 Corinthians 12:13 is often attributed to Paul’s unease with the interpretation of 
this pair in the Corinthian community. His statements about the need for women to cover 
their heads and about women’s silence in the community gatherings are also seen to be in 
tension with the presumed equality declared by Paul in the formula. I will briefly discuss 
these issues in the final part of this chapter (section 3).  

As this chapter will show, the baptismal formula does not declare an end to the 
social or biological differences between men and women, but rather describes the fact that 
men and women are no longer oriented towards each other in marriage. While turning this 
orientation from each other to Christ does have some implications for the social positions of 
men and women, these are not the primary focus of Paul’s message. Rather, a contextual 
reading of Paul’s statement indicates that it should be heard as a declaration about the end-
time, when there will be no marriage and no procreation. As we will see, such an 
understanding of the end time is also evident in other strands of Jewish and early-Christian 
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thought. In the present, Paul encourages his audience to focus on this coming reality, 
instead of on the world that is about to pass away. Since marriage is part of this world that 
will soon end, it no longer has meaning for those who are in Christ.  

1 Creation, Myth and Marriage: The Meaning of ‘Male and 
Female’  

It has long been noted that the third pair, ‘nor male and female’, deviates in form from the 
other two pairs and thus breaks the parallelism of the baptismal formula.6 Based on the first 
two pairs, ‘neither Jew nor Greek’, and ‘neither slave nor free’, the third pair could be 
expected to read ‘neither man nor woman’, or ‘neither woman nor man’. Yet instead of the 
words most frequently used by Paul for man and woman, (avnh,r and gunh,), two much rarer 
terms are used here, and are linked not with the word ‘nor’ (ouvde,) as in the previous two 
pairs, but with ‘and’ (kai,). The third pair thus stands apart from the other two, raising the 
question why these particular words, and this particular form, are chosen.  

Scholars generally agree that the wording of the third pair quotes the creation story 
in Genesis (1:27), where the same phrase occurs. The Septuagint reads,  

‘And God made man (to.n a;nqrwpon), in the image of God he made him, male and 
female he made them’ (a;rsen kai. qh/lu evpoihsen auvtou,j). God blessed them and 
said to them, ‘be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and subdue it’. 
(Genesis 1:27-28)  

Although the terms ‘male’ and ‘female’ are used together more often in ancient literature, 
the exact phrase as it is used in the formula is rarely found.7 When it does occur, it is often 
as a quotation of the creation into male and female in Genesis, as we will see below. It is 
therefore most likely that the third pair of the formula also derives its distinct form from the 
verse in Genesis and should be seen as a reference to the creation account. The formula 
would thus seem to deny something about the created order of male and female.  

1.1 Equality and the Myth of the Androgyne 

As noted above, many modern interpretations of the phrase assume that it denies the 
distinction between male and female in the sense that it declares men and women to be 
social equals, even though such a view creates a tension between the Galatian formula and 
Paul’s other statements about appropriate behaviour for men and women and the 
differences between them.8 The consequence of the ‘egalitarian’ interpretation of ‘nor male 
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and female’ often tends to be that, as Daniel Boyarin puts it, when it comes to gender, ‘Paul 
seems to have produced a discourse which is so contradictory as to be almost incoherent’.9 
Brigitte Kahl describes the consensus view in feminist and liberation oriented readings on 
the baptismal statement as a ‘lovely lonely alien unhappily trapped in the hostile matter of a 
Pauline letter’.10 While the so-called ‘egalitarian’ reading is thus widely accepted, its 
proponents agree that it is difficult to fit into a coherent understanding of Paul’s attitude 
towards men and women as expressed in other passages. 

The notion that the formula declares gender equality is argued in the influential 
reading of Wayne Meeks, already discussed in Chapter I, which sees the baptismal formula 
as a ‘reunification formula’ that reflects a longing for the original androgynous state of 
humanity.11 According to Meeks, Paul ‘accepts and even insists upon the equality of role of 
man and woman’ based on this eschatological androgyny, even though the symbolic 
difference between the two is still preserved in the present time. Meeks’ interpretation and 
its subsequent development by Dennis Ronald MacDonald and Daniel Boyarin has had a 
significant impact on the understanding of the Galatian formula and the Genesis quotation 
in it, yet it is based on a strained interpretation of the relevant sources.  

In the first chapter of this study, the speculative nature of the proposed 
reconstruction of the origin and history of the baptismal formula was already discussed. 
Both MacDonald and Boyarin assume that the formula was in use among non-Pauline 
groups which proclaimed a more radical gender equality than Paul himself did.12 Paul is 
thought to have taken over this formula from these groups and to have adapted it for his 
own purposes, but without the radical gender agenda, which then disappeared from 
Christianity. The formula only resurfaced in later Gnostic texts.13  

While this speculative reconstruction is in itself problematic, a perhaps more 
fundamental challenge to the perspective of the androgyne myth has recently been put 
forward by Johannes Vorster.14 According to Vorster, the conviction held by Meeks and 
others that ancient thought associated the androgyne myth with equality and harmony 
between the sexes is based on a substantial misreading. Rather than symbolizing 
humankind’s yearning for unity, harmony and equality, the imagery of androgyny 
‘represents not a harmonious utopian future, but rather a discordant, chaotic present’.15 
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This applies not only for the original Platonic version of the myth, but also for the later 
Gnostic interpretations.  

As Meeks himself notes, Jewish sources that refer to a Platonic myth substantially 
reinterpret it, since its original focus is not on a fusion of a man with a woman, but rather on 
that of a man with man.16 In Plato’s Symposium, men who yearn for oneness between men 
are rated as superior to those who long for a female other half. Although androgyny appears 
as a primordial situation in this myth, it does not carry a favourable connotation, according 
to Vorster.17 Based on an analysis of Gnostic texts such as the Gospel of Philip and The 
Exegesis on the Soul, which are also mentioned by Meeks, Vorster argues that androgyny is 
not seen in a more positive light in early Christianity. It does not function in these stories as 
an erasure of gender, nor as a device for the construction of equality, but rather serves to 
portray women in a negative light.18 

There thus seems little reason to assume that Paul, in contrast to other ancient 
authors, did see the myth of an androgynous primal human being as referring to a positive, 
harmonious state, which could be restored in baptism. There does not seem to be a 
plausible contemporary understanding of androgyny that would support such a reading of 
Paul, nor do Paul’s other statements about men and women suggest that he considered the 
differences between them as irrelevant. Rather, contemporary references to the phrase 
‘male and female he created them’ (Genesis 1:27) point to a very different interpretation of 
this phrase, one that is much more consistent with Paul’s thought.     

1.2 ‘Male and Female’ as Marriage and Procreation 

One of the problems with the interpretation of Meeks and others is that it focusses on both 
earlier and later sources, and attempts to reconstruct a first-century understanding based 
on these. As this section will show, other, more contemporary references exist, which give a 
very different idea about how the phrase was understood. The references in Philo, in the 
Damascus Document, and in the Gospels, all quote this verse from Genesis in connection 
with marriage and procreation.  

The importance of the references to Genesis in the Gospels (especially Mark 10:6) 
for understanding the phrase in Galatians was already suggested by Elisabeth Schüssler 
Fiorenza in her study In Memory of Her. According to Schüssler Fiorenza, the quotation 
introduces ‘the theme of procreation and fertility’ and the assertion in Galatians is therefore 
‘not that there are no longer men and women in Christ, but that patriarchal marriage—and 
sexual relationships between male and female—is no longer constitutive of the new 
community in Christ’.19 Schüssler Fiorenza’s suggestion was taken up by Judith Gundry-Volf, 
who relates the baptismal saying to Paul’s statements on marriage in 1 Corinthians and finds 
support for reading the phrase as a declaration about marriage in rabbinic interpretations of 
Genesis 1:27, as well as in the presumed intention of the Priestly writer in Genesis.20 In his 
recent commentary, Martin de Boer also sees the passages in the Gospels, where Jesus 
rejects divorce and points out that there is no marriage beyond the resurrection (Mark 
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12:25; Matthew 19:3-6; Mark 12:18-27, Matthew 22:23-32; Luke 20:27-38), as an indication 
that Paul’s phrase about male and female ‘probably concerns marriage’.21 Those scholars 
who interpret the phrase as referring to marriage and procreation tend to focus on the 
passages in the Gospels that quote Genesis 1:27. They seem to overlook that there are two 
other contemporary sources outside the New Testament that also cite this verse from 
Genesis when discussing marriage and procreation, thus further strengthening this 
interpretation. We will discuss the latter sources first, before turning to the Gospel 
passages.  

1.2.1 Creation into ‘Male and Female’ in Philo 
Philo reflects on creation into male and female in several instances, as part of his extensive 
exegesis of Genesis 1-3.22 He places different emphases in his exegesis, depending on the 
larger questions in focus. Philo’s understanding of creation in general, and of the creation of 
human beings especially, is a complex subject that can only be presented in summary form 
here.23 The key aspect of Philo’s perspective on human creation is that he contrasts the first 
creation story told in Genesis 1 (Genesis 1:27), to the second, found in the second chapter 
(Genesis 2:7). The first account, according to Philo, describes the creation of the heavenly 
being who is ‘in the image of God’, while the second presents the creation of the earthly 
human being.24 The phrase ‘male and female he created them’ creates something of a 
problem for Philo, since this is said of the heavenly being, but fits better with his 
understanding of the earthly human. Philo solves this problem in two ways. The first is to 
see ‘male and female’ as a potential that is contained in the first heavenly human:  

And very beautifully after he had called the whole race "man," did he distinguish 
between the sexes, saying, that "they were created male and female" (a;rren te 
kai. qh/lu) although all the individuals of the race had not yet assumed their 
distinctive form; since the extreme species are contained in the genus, and are 
beheld, as in a mirror, by those who are able to discern acutely. (Philo, On the 
Creation of the World 76) 

According to David Runia, the human being here is ‘identified primarily with his intellect’ 
and is thus, in Philo’s perception, ‘still at a pre-sexual stage, despite the biblical words “male 
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and female”’.25 A similar explanation occurs in Philo’s Allegorical Interpretation of the Laws, 
though with a slightly different use of the terms ‘genus’ and ‘species’:  

And this is found to be the course taken by God in all cases; for before making the 
species he completes the genera, as he did in the case of man: for having first 
modelled the generic man, in whom they say that the male and female sexes are 
contained (protupw,saj ga.r to.n geniko.n a;nqrwpon( evn w-| to a;rren kai. to. qh/lu 
ge,noj fhsi.n ei=nai), he afterwards created the specific man Adam. (Philo, 
Allegorical Interpretation of the Laws 2.13) 

While the first passage describes the species as already contained in the genus, the second 
states that they are formed after the genera have been completed.26 Leaving the details of 
this distinction aside, both passages provide an interpretation of the phrase ‘male and 
female he created them’ (Genesis 1:27) that is compatible with an understanding of the 
created being as somehow preceding actual gendered male and female human beings.    

When Philo then comes to the interpretation of the second creation story, in his 
exegesis of Genesis 2 (Genesis 2:7), he contrasts the gendered, earthly, mortal being 
created here, with the incorporeal, non-gendered first creation. He applies the idea of 
creation into male and female, which occurs in the first creation account, to the second, and 
paraphrases the first human as ‘neither male nor female’:  

After this, Moses says that "God made man, having taken clay from the earth, 
and he breathed into his face the breath of life". And by this expression he shows 
most clearly that there is a vast difference between man as generated now, and 
the first man who was made according to the image of God. For man as formed 
now is perceptible to the external senses, partaking of qualities, consisting of 
body and soul, man or woman, by nature mortal (evk sw,matoj kai. yuch/j 
sunestw,j, avnh.r h' gunh,( fu,sei qnhto,j). But man, made according to the image of 
God, was an idea, or a genus, or a seal, perceptible only by the intellect, 
incorporeal, neither male nor female, imperishable by nature (kata. th.n eivko,na 
ivde,a tij h' ge,noj h' sfragi,j( nohto,j( avsw/matoj( ou;t’ a;rren ou;te qh/lu( a;fqartoj 
fu,sei). (Philo, On the Creation of the World 134) 

Philo’s strategy here is something of an ‘exegetical sleight of hand’.27 He interprets the 
meaning of the words ‘male and female he created them’ as their apparent opposite: 
‘neither male nor female’. It is likely that Philo is still working with the same concept here of 
the first human who was ‘in the image of God’ as ‘not yet male and female’.28 According to 
Richard Baer, Philo sees the male-female polarity as ‘part of the mortal, corruptible world’, 
while what was patterned ‘after the divine Logos belongs to the realm where there is 
neither male nor female’.29 Both Runia and Baer argue against an interpretation of this first 
human as androgynous. Baer rejects any mythological framework for Philo. Instead, Philo is 
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concerned with philosophical categories such as genus and species, potentiality and 
actuality, which do not allow for androgyny.30   

A very different reference to creation into male and female occurs in Philo’s work 
Who Is Heir, where he discusses ‘who is the heir of the things of God’ (1.1). Here, Philo 
mentions the creation of man and woman when discussing equality (ivso,thj). Equality, 
according to Philo, is the ‘parent of peace’, while inequality (avniso,thj) is the ‘parent of war’ 
(1.162), and is associated with injustice and strife. Moses is the great ‘praiser of equality’ 
and he presents equality in his description of creation, as ‘the muse of justice’ (1.163). As an 
example of this equality, Philo cites the creation of male and female:  

For it is equality which allotted night and day and light and darkness to existing 
things. It is equality (ivso,thj) also that divided the human race into man and 
woman (to.n a;nqrwpon eivj a;ndra kai. gunai/ka), making two divisions, unequal in 
strength, but most perfectly equal for the purpose which nature had principally in 
view, the generation of a third human being like themselves (a;nisa me.n tai/j 
rẁ,maij, pro.j o[ de. e;speusen h` fu,sij, tri,tou tino.j om̀oi,ou ge,nesin, ivsai,tata). For, 
says Moses, "God made man; in the image of God created he him; male and 
female created he them" (a;rsen kai. qh/lu evpoi,hsen). (Philo, Who is Heir 164) 

In this passage, the creation into male and female is discussed outside the context of Philo’s 
understanding of Genesis 1-2 and the two accounts of creation. He is not burdened, 
therefore, with a contrast between a heavenly and an earthly human being and can take the 
quote simply as a reference to the creation of men and women. Even though this passage 
stresses equality and understands creation into male and female as resulting from equality, 
the two halves that are created are described as not being entirely equal, since they are 
‘unequal in strength’.  

Their equality lies for Philo in their joint purpose, which is creating a third human 
being. That this is the divine intention in creation is supported with the quote ‘male and 
female he created them’. Creation into male and female is thus clearly associated with 
procreation. When not burdened with fitting the verse into his scheme of creation, Philo 
appears to have quite a different interpretation of it. Male and female were created with 
the purpose of creating more humans in turn. Since Philo only allows for procreation within 
marriage, and even calls procreation ‘what greatly resembles marriage’, his interpretation of 
Genesis 1:27 fits with a contemporary understanding that is evident in other sources, where 
the verse is quoted in connection with regulations about marriage.31 

1.2.2 ‘Male and Female’ and Fornication in the Damascus Document  
The second text that refers to God’s creation of male and female, and confirms its 
association with marriage, is found in the Damascus Document. This is a text most likely 
dating from the late second century BCE, which contains numerous laws governing the life 
of a Jewish group whose character remains disputed.32 The section of the document 
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relevant for our purposes here criticizes those who do not belong to the group, and accuses 
them of various sins, including fornication:  

(they) are caught twice in fornication: by taking two wives in their lives, even 
though the principle of creation is ‘male and female he created them’ (~twa arb 
hbqnw rkz). (CD IV 20-21) 

There is much debate as to the fornication in question here, which centres on the meaning 
of the word ‘their lives’ ({}~hyyxb). If this refers to the lives of the husbands, it would mean an 
absolute ban on second marriages; husbands cannot have a second wife during their own 
lives. If the lives in question are those of the wives, the passage prohibits polygyny, as well 
as a second marriage subsequent to divorce.33 The exact nature of what is condemned in 
the passage cannot be explored here. What is relevant for our purposes is that the 
reference to creation into ‘male and female’ serves in either interpretation to establish the 
marriage bond between one man and one woman as the norm, from which it is a sin to 
deviate. It thus interprets the phrase ‘male and female he created them’ as referring to the 
union of husband and wife. 

1.2.3 ‘Male and Female’ and Divorce in the Gospels 
In the Gospels, a quotation of the creation into ‘male and female’ is attributed to Jesus in a 
discussion on divorce, and is linked to a second text from Genesis that refers to marriage 
(Genesis 2:24). When questioned about legitimate reasons for divorce, Jesus replies with a 
reference to both these verses from Genesis:  

Some Pharisees came and tested him by asking, ‘Is it lawful for a man to divorce 
his wife?’ ‘What did Moses command you?’ he replied. They said, ‘Moses 
permitted a man to write a certificate of divorce and send her away.’ ‘It was 
because your hearts were hard that Moses wrote you this law’, Jesus replied. ‘But 
at the beginning of creation God “made them male and female” (a;rsen kai. qh/lu 
evpoi,hsen auvtou,j). For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be 
united to his wife, and the two will become one flesh. So they are no longer two, 
but one. Therefore what God has joined together, let man not separate.’  (Mark 
10:2-9; cf. Matthew 19:3-6) 

In order to show that it is God who joins man and woman in marriage, Mark’s Jesus 
combines the creation stories in Genesis 1 and 2 and connects the creation into ‘male and 
female’ to the union between husband and wife (Genesis 1:27; 2:24). Because God created 
‘male and female’, a man will unite and become one with a wife. The phrase ‘male and 
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female’ is quoted to substantiate the divine instigation of marriage, and its consequential 
holiness.34 Because husband and wife are joined by God a man cannot divorce his wife.  

While it is unclear whether the saying, and the interpretation of Genesis, go back to 
Jesus, it seems possible that the content of the teaching does, or at least represents a very 
early development, since Paul knows of a similar command which he ascribes to ‘the Lord’ 
(1 Corinthians 7:10). Paul largely shares Jesus’ strict ethic on divorce, but he does allow both 
men and women to end their marriages under certain circumstances (1 Corinthians 7:12-
13), as we will discuss below. 35  

1.2.4 ‘No Male and Female’ as No Marriage in Paul? 
These three passages independently testify to an understanding of creation into ‘male and 
female’ as the creation of the two as a unit. Genesis 1:27 is read as creating male and 
female for a common purpose, to belong together. That Philo focusses on procreation, while 
the other two texts are concerned with regulations about marriage should not be seen as a 
substantial difference. In Philo’s thought, marriage and procreation are closely associated. 
One of the main criteria by which Philo distinguishes legitimate sexual activity, necessarily 
within marriage, is the intention to procreate (see e.g. On the Special Laws 3.33-36).36 When 
discussing marriage regulations, Philo observes ‘these, then, are the ordinances which were 
established respecting marriage, and respecting what greatly resembles marriage, the 
procreation of children’ (On the Special Laws 1.112). If Philo interprets the phrase as 
underlining the importance of procreation in God’s creation, we can assume that he saw it 
as supporting marriage as well.  

Although we have only three passages here, they do suggest a distinct contemporary 
understanding of the phrase ‘male and female he created them’.37 Importantly, this 
understanding is consistent with the larger pattern that saw the two creation accounts in 
Genesis as stories about marriage. Even though the evidence is scattered, there appears to 
have been a tendency in early Jewish texts, such as Tobit and Ben Sira, to ‘see contemporary 
marriage as patterned on the biblical primal marriage’.38 It thus seems probable that Paul 
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shared this understanding and also quotes ‘male and female’ as relating to marriage and 
procreation.  

This possibility is all the more likely given that Paul, as we shall see in the next 
section, indeed had an exceptional attitude towards marriage. Marrying, having children 
and creating a household were generally seen as part of a person’s duty towards God and 
society, not only in Jewish sources, but also in wider Greco-Roman thought.39 Whereas 
some of Paul’s contemporaries saw marriage as an obstacle for a man pursuing a 
philosophical life, Paul is alone in taking the drastic step of encouraging both men and 
women not to marry (e.g., 1 Corinthians 7:7, 32-34). Again unlike most of his 
contemporaries, Paul does not mention the need for procreation as a possible reason to 
marry. According to him, marriage is part of the world that is about to pass away and is 
therefore of little importance as a goal in itself (1 Corinthians 7:29-31).  

Reading the pair ‘male and female’ as a reference to marriage therefore leads to a 
consistent understanding of Paul’s thought, in contrast to a ‘gender’ or ‘equality’ reading. 
That there is an eschatological dimension to Paul’s perspective on marriage and celibacy 
strengthens its link to the baptismal formula, since this should be seen in part as an 
expression of an eschatological reality, as argued in the first chapter of this study. In the 
next section, these different aspects of Paul’s thought on marriage will be explored in 
greater detail, to see whether they can be understood as an explication of the idea that 
there is no ‘male and female’ in Christ. 

2 ‘Male and Female’ in Context: The Arguments for and 
against Marriage   

Although it may seem somewhat surprising that the baptismal formula should include 
marriage as one of its three pairs, in light of the first-century understanding of society, a 
pronouncement on marriage would not be unexpected. Marriage was a hot topic in the 
early Empire; it was discussed by philosophers and law-makers, and appeared as the 
central theme of an emerging literary genre, the novel.40 According to Plutarch there was 
no subject more important in philosophy than ‘this discourse of marriage, whereby 
philosophy charms those who come together to share their lives, and makes them gentle 
and amenable to each other’.41  

Plutarch’s own main contribution to this discourse was a book of advice, written 
as a wedding gift for a friend, which detailed his ideas about the secret of a happy 
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marriage.42 The interest in the subject is also apparent in Stoics such as Musonius Rufus 
and Hierocles, who wrote treatises on the advantages of marriage and on how husband 
and wife should behave towards each other.43 During this period, Chariton of Aphrodisias 
composed the first Greek love novel, Chaereas and Callirhoe, which revolved around the 
protagonists’ desire to remain faithful to each other and to be reunited as a married 
couple.  

As we will see below, there appears to have been a broad consensus that 
marriage constituted the basis of society, and that to get married was a duty for anyone 
concerned about the continuation of this society. Marriage took a privileged position 
among human relationships and this first connection was ultimately seen to extend, via 
children, relatives, fellow citizens and allies, to the whole of human race.44 The 
contemporary understanding of marriage thus ties in with the idea of the fundamental 
interconnectedness of humanity, a philosophical notion already discussed in the previous 
chapters. Just as the concept of a cosmopolitan community can be seen to have 
influenced Paul’s ideas about ethnic unity and the positions of slave and free, it also can 
be seen to form the background for his interest in, and his ideas about, marriage.   

While most sources maintain that to marry and have children is to live in 
accordance with nature and divine intent, there was some debate at this time about 
whether or not marriage was a distraction best avoided in the pursuit of philosophy. For 
some, such as Musonius Rufus, the answer to this question was a clear ‘no’. Jewish 
authors mostly shared his view; Philo and Josephus, for example, confirmed the 
importance of marriage as the basis for society. Others, such as Musonius’ student 
Epictetus, felt that marriage did form a distraction for some people, under certain 
circumstances. 

Since marriage was seen as fundamentally important in society, the absence of 
marriage was imagined only as an exception, or as part of a radically different way of life. 
While Philo and Josephus generally underline the necessity of marrying and setting up a 
household, in their depictions of the Essenes and the Therapeutae they praise these ideal 
communities exactly for rejecting marriage, along with slavery and property. In some 
eschatological expectation of the period, the idea that there will be no marriage occurs 
as part of a transformed end-time existence. In book 2 of the Sibylline Oracles, as well as 
in the Gospels, we find the notion that ultimately, there will be neither marriage nor 
death.  
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All these different voices briefly sketched here were part of the cultural 
conversation on marriage in which Paul took part, and many aspects of this conversation 
are reflected in his thought. Since Paul too gives arguments both for and against marriage 
in his most comprehensive discussion of marriage (in 1 Corinthians 7), this will be the 
organising principle of this section. We will see how Paul’s thought relates to the 
contemporary discussion about marriage, when it comes to the arguments put forward in 
favour of marrying (section 2.1) and those raised against it (section 2.2). The objective is 
not to provide a comprehensive view of the debate about marriage, but rather to see 
whether Paul’s particular take on marriage is compatible with the baptismal claim that 
there is no fundamental orientation towards marriage, no ‘male and female’, in Christ.45  

2.1 The Arguments for Marriage: Procreation and Society   

In the first part of this section, we will focus on those sources that express the widely held 
view that marriage was a good thing, and that to marry was to make an important 
contribution to society and to live in accordance with nature and divine will.46 The passages 
discussed above, in relation to creation into male and female, already indicate that Genesis 
1:27 was interpreted in this vein. According to Philo, male and female were created for the 
purpose of coming together and creating a third being like themselves (Philo, Who is Heir 
164). Since Philo allows procreation only within marriage, and sex within marriage only for 
procreation, the importance of marriage in creation is implied here.47 The Damascus 
Document (CD IV 20-21) and the Gospels (Mark 10:2-9; cf. Matthew 19:3-6) explicitly 
connect creation into male and female to marriage and make this the principle on the basis 
of which polygyny or divorce can be rejected. Marriage was seen as the connection of one 
man and one woman intended by God from creation.    

Many Jewish sources of the time agree that marriage is a good thing and that having 
children and establishing a household is in accordance with nature and divine will. According 
to Michael Satlow, ‘nearly all Jewish writings from the Second Temple share this view’. 48 An 
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example can be found in the Sentences of Pseudo-Phocylides, a Jewish classicising poem by 
an anonymous author (dating between 100 BCE and 100 CE). This work contains moral 
instruction on a range of subjects, including family, sexuality and marriage. On the reasons 
for marriage the Sentences are clear: 

Remain not unmarried, lest you perish nameless (mh. mei,nh|j a;gamoj, mh, pwj 
nw,numnoj o;lhai). And give something to nature (fu,sei) yourself: beget in turn as 
you were begotten. (Pseudo-Phocylides, Sentences 175-176)49 

The author of these sentences expresses an attitude towards marriage that is typical of 
Jewish sources of the period. Marriage is an obligation and to fail to marry or have 
children is a disgrace. This view is presented as being in accordance with nature (fu,sij), 
as was common. Moral codes were often presented as predicated on the inherent 
constitution of the cosmos.50 The second century Stoic Hierocles, whose idea of the 
connectedness of people in the form of concentric rings was already discussed in Chapter 
II, similarly sees marriage as the most elementary bond:  

A discussion of marriage is most necessary. For our entire race is naturally 
disposed towards community (a[pan me.n ga.r h`mw/n to. ge,noj e;fu pro.j 
koinwni,an), and the first and most elementary of the communities is that in 
accord with marriage. For there would not be cities if there were not households. 
(Hierocles, On Marriage)51 

The concentric circles that connect a person with his family, his relatives, his tribe and 
ultimately, with all of humanity, begin with the connection formed in marriage.52 
Enthusiasm for marriage and for having children is fitting for someone who loves his 
relatives and friends, as well as his city and his country. Marriage thus forms the basis for 
society, and the community between husband and wife is similar to the larger 
community. 

The Stoic Musonius Rufus is one of the most articulate proponents of the view 
that everyone should marry. Without marriage, he argues, the human race would be 
destroyed: 

I say, it would be each man's duty to take thought for his own city, and to make 
of his home a rampart for its protection. But the first step toward making his 
home such a rampart is marriage. Thus whoever destroys human marriage 
destroys the home, the city, and the whole human race (w[ste o ̀ avnairw/n evx 
avnqrw,pwn ga,mon avneirei/ me.n oi;kon, avneirei/ de. po,lin, avneirei/ de. su,mpan to. 
avnqrw,peion ge,noj). For it would not last if there were no procreation of children 
and there would be no just and lawful procreation of children without marriage. 
That the home or the city does not depend upon women alone or upon men 
alone, but upon their union with each other is evident. One could find no other 
association more necessary nor more pleasant than that of men and women. 
(Musonius Rufus, Is Marriage a Handicap for the Pursuit of Philosophy? 14.9-14) 
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Like Philo, Musonius sees a close link between marriage and procreation. As the single unit 
that enables the creation of legitimate children, husband and wife are necessary to ensure 
the continuation of the human race. Marriage forms the first connection and the 
cornerstone on which the city and even humanity as a whole are built.53 While this quote 
establishes the tie between marriage and having children, it also shows that for Musonius, 
there is an additional value in marriage in the emotional connection between husband and 
wife. In his treatise on the purpose of marriage, he states that procreation alone is not what 
sets marriage apart, since animals too can create offspring. Marriage, in addition to 
procreation, is about mutual devotion:   

But in marriage there must be above all perfect companionship and mutual love 
of husband and wife, both in health and in sickness and under all conditions, 
since it was with desire for this as well as for having children that both entered 
upon marriage. Where, then, this love for each other is perfect and the two share 
it completely, each striving to outdo the other in devotion, the marriage is ideal 
and worthy of envy, for such a union is beautiful. (Musonius Rufus, What is the 
Chief End of Marriage? 13A 4-5) 

Marriage is thus not just about preserving the continuation of society, it is also about a 
harmonious union of two people, who are each devoted to the other. Though Musonius is 
one of the most outspoken advocates of marriage as a social as well as emotional bond, 
many sources both before and after him share elements of his view. According to the earlier 
Stoic Antipater (second or first century BCE), other friendships and loves resemble mixtures 
of juxtaposed items ‘like beans’, but the love of a husband and wife is a homogeneous 
mixture, just as wine mixes completely with water.54 While Paul seems to share this idea of 
mutuality between husband and wife in marriage, the widely held view that it is good to 
marry to contribute to the continuation of society is largely absent in his thought.  

2.1.1 Paul’s Confirmation of Marriage: Protection against Porneia 
In his discussion of marriage in chapter 7 of 1 Corinthians, Paul gives arguments both 
against and in favour of marrying. He makes it clear, however, that the best option for 
both men and women would be to remain unmarried (1 Corinthians 7:1-9, 26-28, 32-40). 
This constitutes a considerable departure from the dominant opinion just described, 
although there were others who also argued that it would be better for some people not 
to marry under certain circumstances. We will look at the arguments put forward by Paul 
and others against marriage below, but here we focus on the reasons Paul gives for 
confirming marriage, and the way he depicts husbands and wives.   

Many commentators assume that Paul’s discussion of marriage in his first letter to 
the Corinthians is determined to a considerable degree by his Corinthian audience.55 
They mirror-read the chapter to the extent that it ends up revealing more about his 
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presumed opponents’ view, than about Paul’s own ideas. In his excellent study on 
sexuality and marriage in 1 Corinthians, Alistair Scott May analyses these mirror readings 
and highlights their fallacies.56 The assumptions about Paul’s supposed opponents take 
various forms, but the general suggestion is that they advocated some form of radical 
asceticism. The main problem with the idea that Paul combats ascetic tendencies in 
Corinth, however, is that his own message encourages everyone who is able to do so not 
to marry. He does not employ any of the conventional arguments in favour of marriage; 
Paul does not discuss children, the setting up of a household, or fulfilling one’s duty to 
society. He does not encourage marrying as in line with divine intention or natural 
inclinations, as many of his contemporaries did. Like May, I think the chapter makes 
sense as part of a larger discussion of sexuality in 1 Corinthians 5-6, and should be seen 
as a reflection of Paul’s thought about marriage, not that of his audience.57  

At the end of chapter 6 of the letter, Paul explains the nature of porneia as a sin 
that causes a person to break away from Christ (1 Corinthians 6:15-20). This passage, as 
was already discussed in the previous chapter in relation to slaves, demonstrates the 
grievous problem that sexual sin constituted for Paul. Having emphasised the serious 
nature of porneia, Paul then names it in the opening of the next chapter as the reason for 
marriage:  

Now concerning the matters about which you wrote, it is good for a man not to 
touch a woman (kalo.n avnqrw,pw| gunaiko.j mh. a[ptesqai). But because of sexual 
sin, each man should have his own wife and each woman her own husband (dia. 
de. ta.j pornei,aj e[kastoj th.n èautou/ gunai/ka evce,tw kai. e`ka,sth to.n i;dion a;ndra 
evce,twÅ). The husband should give to his wife what is her right, and similarly the 
wife to her husband. A wife does not have power over her own body, but her 
husband does; similarly, a husband does not have power over his own body, but 
his wife does. Do not deprive one another except perhaps by agreement for a set 
time, to devote yourselves to prayer, and then come together again, so that 
Satan may not tempt you because of your lack of self-control. (1 Corinthians 7:1-
5) 

The passage opens with a reference to a letter that Paul received from the Corinthians. The 
subsequent line is often read as a quote from this letter. It is thought that the Corinthians 
who wrote to Paul used this phrase as their ascetic motto: ‘it is good for a man not to touch 
a woman’. Yet while Paul appears to advise the opposite in the passage above, throughout 
the chapter he clearly affirms the preference expressed in this supposed motto for not 
marrying. It is therefore best to see the line, as May suggests, as one that derives from 
Paul’s own teaching.58 It may well be a quote, but it is one that most likely presents an 
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interpretation of Paul’s own words.59 In the chapter, Paul nuances this statement by 
indicating that it does not mean that married people should divorce, or that getting married 
is necessarily bad in all cases. He confirms that celibacy is best, but also maintains that there 
is still a role for marriage. 

The role that marriage has according to Paul is to prevent porneia. Every man should 
have a wife and every woman a husband so that there is less danger of sexual sin, the sin 
that breaks a person away from unity with Christ (1 Corinthians 6:15). Even within marriage 
Paul still sees a risk of sin, when husband and wife abstain from sexual relations. He 
therefore gives the advice to do so only for a limited time.60 To suggest, as Paul does, that 
marriage is the antidote to sexual misconduct is not unusual, nor is the association between 
sexual sin and apostasy. Porneia is often seen in Jewish sources as a characteristic of 
religious outsiders, while Jews are portrayed as having a superior sexual ethic.61  

What is exceptional about Paul’s view is that he warns against porneia and yet at the 
same time encourages what seems to be recreational, rather than procreational, sex 
between husband and wife. Within marriage, Paul allows for more sexual activity than some 
of his contemporaries, such as Philo, Josephus and Musonius Rufus.62 His concern is thus 
apparently not with sexual relations per se, as has often been assumed, but with the context 
in which sex takes place. Just as marriage functions to keep a person safe from sexual 
misconduct, so sex within marriage serves to keep temptation at bay.  

Immediately after this passage, Paul explains that the advice to have a partner in 
order to prevent porneia is a concession on his part, not a command (tou/to de. le,gw kata. 
suggnw,mhn ouv katV evpitagh,n, 7:6). His wish is for everyone to be as he himself is, that is, 
celibate. Since not everyone possesses the gift (ca,risma) that is required for this, those who 
do not have Paul’s self-control should marry rather than burn (7:7-9).63 The main 
justification given by Paul for his advice to both men and women to have a spouse is thus 
the danger of sexual misconduct by those who are not able to control themselves. Even 
though further along in the chapter, Paul reassures his audience that getting married is not 
a sin (7:28, 36, 38), and makes the same concession, he does not present any further reason 
why this is so. Improper actions and the degree of self-control are the only considerations 
that Paul mentions in relation to the decision whether or not to marry. As noted above, the 
conventional confirmation of the importance of marriage is entirely absent here.  

That this is no mere coincidence or oversight on the part of Paul will become clear 
when we look at his arguments against marrying. Paul states that marriage is an aspect of 
the world that will soon come to its end (7:29-31). It seems entirely possible therefore that 
Paul, like many of his contemporaries, saw marriage as one of the basic building blocks of 
society. Yet because his eschatological outlook meant he believed that the world as he knew 
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it was about to end, affirming this world order through marriage was for him a thing of the 
past. In the current situation, just before the end, the only remaining role for marriage was 
to provide a safety net for those who cannot live without sex. If Paul understood ‘nor male 
and female’ as a declaration about the ultimate eschatological absence of marriage, that 
implied its insignificance for the present, this would provide him with the rationale to make 
such a limited case in favour of marriage. 

Before turning to the arguments Paul puts forward against marriage, and for 
remaining single, it is important to have a closer look at one aspect of the contemporary 
view of marriage that Paul does appear to confirm. In the passage quoted above, Paul 
formulates each of his three guidelines twice, once for men and once for women, ‘each man 
should have his own wife and each woman her own husband’. This is a recurring pattern in 
his discussion of marriage that can also be found in other authors, and that would seem to 
reflect the ideal of marriage as a relationship characterised by mutuality and 
interdependence. Since Paul confirms this mutuality within marriage but also appears to 
transfer it to the position of men and women ‘in the Lord’ (1 Corinthians 11:11), it merits 
further examination.   

2.1.2 Reciprocity in Sexuality and Marriage 
In the passage about having a spouse to prevent porneia, discussed above, Paul takes pains 
to formulate the same instruction twice. He does so several times, saying that ‘each man 
should have his own wife and each woman her own husband’ (7:2), ‘the husband should 
give to his wife what is her right, and similarly the wife to her husband’ (7:3) and again ‘a 
wife does not have power over her own body, but her husband does; similarly, a husband 
does not have power over his own body, but his wife does’ (7:4). This seems no mere 
accidental pattern, but a deliberate effort.64 Although Paul also directs advice to men only 
(7:27-28; 36-38), or only to women (7:39-40), the reciprocal formulations dominate the 
chapter. When discussing divorce, Paul gives the following guidelines for those believers 
married to someone outside the community:  

To the married I give this command (not I, but the Lord): A wife must not 
separate from her husband (gunai/ka avpo. avndro.j mh. cwrisqh/nai). But if she does, 
she must remain unmarried or else be reconciled to her husband. And a husband 
must not divorce his wife (kai. a;ndra gunai/ka mh. avfie,naiÅ). To the rest I say this 
(I, not the Lord): If any believer has a wife who is an unbeliever, and she consents 
to live with him, he should not divorce her (ei; tij avdelfo.j gunai/ka e;cei a;piston 
kai. au[th suneudokei/ oivkei/n metV auvtou/( mh. avfie,tw auvth,n\). And if any woman has 
a husband who is an unbeliever, and he consents to live with her, she should not 
divorce that husband (kai. gunh. ei; tij e;cei a;ndra a;piston( kai. ou-toj suneudokei/ 
oivkei/n metV auvth/j( mh. avfie,tw to.n a;ndraÅ). For the unbelieving husband is made 
holy through his wife, and the unbelieving wife is made holy through the 
believing husband. Otherwise, your children would be unclean, but as it is, they 
are holy. But if the unbelieving partner divorces, let them divorce; in such a case 
the brother or the sister is not bound (eiv de. o ̀a;pistoj cwri,zetai( cwrize,sqw\ ouv 
dedou,lwtai o` avdelfo.j h' h` avdelfh. evn toi/j toiou,toij\).  (1 Corinthians 7:12b-15a)  
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In connection with divorce, Paul again phrases each guideline once for men and once for 
women. While Paul generally uses the term ‘brothers’ to denote believers in general, and 
rarely uses the female form ‘sister’, except in relation to a particular woman (such as in 
Romans 16:1 and Philemon 2), he explicitly mentions ‘the brother or the sister’ to include 
both in relation to divorce. Paul does not seem to differentiate between men and women 
here, when it comes to their position in marriage. Both a believing man and a believing 
woman are encouraged to stay in their marriage with an unbelieving partner. For both, it is 
their faith which determines the family as a whole, sanctifying it, in spite of the religious 
orientation of the other partner.  

A woman who has come to accept faith in Christ, is evidently not under any 
obligation to follow her husband’s gods. Nor does Paul expect the believing man to 
determine the religious orientation of the household as a whole. Unlike Plutarch, for 
example, who urges wives to worship only their husbands’ gods, Paul seems to accept the 
individual preference of both spouses.65 While women were free to initiate divorce under 
Roman law, and seem to have done so frequently, for a man to tell other men that they 
should simply leave the decision about the fate of their marriage up to their wives is 
unusual, and can be seen as a further indication of the relative unimportance of marriage 
for Paul.66  

When outlining why being single is preferable to being married, Paul also puts this in 
a quite elaborate double formulation:  

An unmarried man is concerned about the Lord's affairs—how he can please the 
Lord. But a married man is concerned about the affairs of this world—how he can 
please his wife— and his interests are divided. An unmarried woman or virgin is 
concerned about the Lord's affairs: Her aim is to be devoted to the Lord in both 
body and spirit. But a married woman is concerned about the affairs of this 
world—how she can please her husband. (1 Corinthians 7:32-34) 

In this passage, the content of which will concern us in more detail below, we again see the 
pattern that both the male and the female position are mentioned in quite elaborate 
formulations that could easily have been abbreviated. It is clear that in discussions of the 
three major aspects of his message about marriage—on remaining single, on divorce and on 
having a spouse to prevent porneia—Paul’s words show a remarkable symmetry.  

While Paul’s letter appears to be the most elaborate example, the same pattern can 
be observed in contemporary sources. While the familiar trope of the wife as a nuisance and 
a burden to the husband still appeared, there was also, as noted above, a strong emphasis 
on mutuality and harmony. Several texts express this mutuality in a pattern similar to that 
seen in Paul. We will discuss three such texts that are roughly contemporary to Paul.  

                                                      
65

 Plutarch writes that ‘A wife ought not to have friends of her own, but use her husband’s as their common 
stock. And the first and most important of our friends are the gods. A married woman should therefore 
worship and recognize the gods whom her husband holds dear, and these alone. The door must be closed to 
strange cults and foreign superstitions. No god takes pleasure in cult performed furtively and in secret by a 
woman’ (Plutarch, Advice to the Bride and Groom 19). 
66

 On Roman divorce practices see Treggiari, Roman Marriage, 435-482; Michael Satlow suggests that although 
it is difficult to establish the rate of divorce among Jews, it was ‘analogous to that of contemporary Rome’ 
(Satlow, Jewish Marriage, 183). 



A Cosmopolitan Ideal 

194 
 

The first occurs in the Sentences of Pseudo-Phocylides, a collection of moral 
instruction introduced above. This collection of sayings is attributed in the work itself to the 
sixth-century Greek poet Phocylides of Miletus. In keeping with this attribution, the text is 
written in archaizing Greek, although the choice of words or word forms betrays its post-
classical origin.67 Perhaps this archaizing tendency is the reason that the parallelism here is 
not as complete as in Paul, but uses synonyms: 

Love your wife: for what is sweeter and better than when a wife is lovingly 
disposed to her husband into old age and a husband to his spouse (avndri. gunh. 
frone,h | fi,la gh,raoj a;crij kai. po,sij h-| avlo,cw|)? (Pseudo-Phocylides, Sentences 
195-197)68 

Even though the sentiment is parallel, the words avnh,r and gunh, in the first line are echoed 
in the second by po,sij (husband, spouse) and avlo,coj (spouse, wife). As noted above, 
Pseudo-Phocylides shares the dominant view that marriage is natural and good. According 
to Walter Wilson, the rhetorical question ‘what is sweeter and better’ derives from Homer’s 
affirmation that ‘nothing is greater and better than when husband and wife dwell in a home 
in one accord’.69 Wilson draws attention to the fact that Pseudo-Phocylides’ adaptation of 
the Homeric passage emphasises ‘the presence of mutual and abiding love’, which reflects 
‘the widespread opinion that concord was the key to a successful marriage’. The reciprocal 
formulation thus seems to be introduced by Pseudo-Phocylides to express this mutuality. 

The same emphasis on mutuality can be seen in Musonius Rufus, for whom the goal 
of marriage is ‘perfect companionship and mutual love of husband and wife’. This mutuality 
extended to the body for Musonius, as it did for Paul:70  

The husband and wife, he used to say, should come together for the purpose of 
making a life in common and of procreating children, and furthermore of 
regarding all things in common between them, and nothing peculiar or private to 
one or the other, not even their own bodies. (Musonius Rufus, What is the Chief 
End of Marriage 13A.2) 

Like Paul and Pseudo-Phocylides, Musonius can express this focus of husband and wife on 
each other with a double formulation. In a passage reminiscent of Philo’s description of 
creation into male and female for the purpose of creating a third person, Musonius 
describes the division into two sexes as aimed at procreation: 

For, to what other purpose did the creator of mankind first divide our human race 
into two sexes, male and female (to. me.n ei;nai qh,leoj to. de. a;rrenoj), than 
implant in each a strong desire for association and union with the other, instilling 
in both a powerful longing each for the other, the male for the female and the 
female for the male (tw/| me.n a;rreni tou/ qh,leoj tw/| de. qh,lei tou/ a;rrenoj)? Is it 
not then plain that he wished the two to be united and live together, and by their 
joint efforts to devise a way of life in common, and to produce and rear children 
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together, so that the race might never die? (Musonius Rufus, Is Marriage a 
Handicap for the Pursuit of Philosophy? 14.5-6) 

For Musonius, creation into male and female should be understood as a reflection of the 
divine intention that men and women come together in marriage and produce offspring. 
Both men and women have instilled in them a strong desire for the other sex, and this 
desire is described by Musonius with a parallel formulation, ‘the male for the female and 
the female for the male’. While there is a clear similarity in form with Paul’s statements 
about husband and wife, Musonius in fact has a diametrically opposite view on marriage. 
While Musonius sees male and female as focussed on each other and living up to their 
divine purpose in marrying and having children, according to Paul, it is not desire, but rather 
self-control that is a gift from God, enabling both men and women to focus on the Lord, 
instead of each other. We will come back to this idea more fully when we have discussed 
Paul’s arguments against marriage in the next section.  

The same treatise contains a second case of a double formulation. In this passage, 
Musonius argues that marriage is not only the first and most necessary connection between 
people, but also the highest form of love. According to Musonius, this love surpasses all 
other family bonds and even parental love, since ‘no reasonable mother or father would 
expect to entertain a deeper love for his own child than for the one joined to him in 
marriage’:71 

For what man is so devoted to his friend as a loving wife is to her husband? What 
brother to a brother? What son to his parents? Who is so longed for when absent 
as a husband by his wife, or a wife by her husband (wj̀ avnh.r gunaiki. kai. gunh. 
avndri,)? (Musonius Rufus, Is Marriage a Handicap for the Pursuit of Philosophy? 
14.15-16) 

The relationships of affection that Musonius mentions here in contrast to marriage are not 
phrased in a reciprocal way. It is only the bond between husband and wife that is singled 
out by this emphatic formulation.  

The final example of this pattern occurs in Plutarch’s Advice to the Bride and Groom. 
In spite of its title, Plutarch mainly gives advice to the bride in this treatise, since it is her 
behaviour that needs to change most upon marrying. She should be a mirror, reflecting the 
moods and feelings of her husband, to the extent that she has ‘no feelings of her own’.72 
Even though Plutarch emphasises the appropriate attitude of the bride, he also on occasion 
addresses the same instruction to both husband and wife:  

A wife must always and everywhere avoid offending her husband, and a husband 
his wife. It is particularly important to be careful about this in sleeping together 
(avei. me.n dei/ kai. pantacou/ feu,gein to. proskrou,ein tw|/ avndri. th.n gunai/ka kai. th| 
gunaiki. to.n a;ndra, ma,lista de. fula,ttesqai tou/to poiei/n evn tw|/ sunanapau,esqai 
kai. sugkaqeu,dein). (Plutarch, Advice to the Bride and Groom 39) 

According to Plutarch, it is important to keep the marriage bed free from argument, since 
‘disputes, quarrels, and angry passions bred in bed cannot easily be resolved at any other 
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time or place’.73 Both husband and wife apparently carry responsibility for keeping 
disagreements out of the bedroom.  

This overview of parallel passages shows that the pattern observed in Paul, of 
emphasizing the reciprocal nature of the relationship between husband and wife, or the 
similar position that both are in, was a feature of contemporary discussions of marriage. 
This same symmetry in the relationship between husband and wife occurs on a much larger 
scale in the Greek novel, since it is a noticeable characteristic of the marital relationships 
depicted in these works. The romances, which developed as a new literary genre during the 
early Empire, each describe the adventures of a married couple.74 The protagonists 
invariably end up separated, and struggle to remain faithful and be reunited.  

David Konstan characterises the attitude towards the male and female protagonists 
in the novels as ‘sexual symmetry’. According to Konstan, the equality or symmetry that 
characterises the lovers at the moment that they both fall in love with each other is 
confirmed and elaborated by the pattern of action in the rest of the novel. Their mutual 
passion is played out in a series of episodes that place them in more or less identical 
positions, facing threats from rival lovers and other challenges to their mutual fidelity.75 This 
representation of the relationship between the primary couple in the Greek novels is a 
departure from the classical paradigm of active and passive partners. Konstan notes that 
this unequal or asymmetrical pattern does appear in the novels, but only in depictions of 
erotic relationships between men, which serve as a foil to highlight the symmetrical 
relationship of the male-female couple.76 

The novels can thus be seen as a further indication that the identification of mutual 
desire and mutual fidelity was a distinctive feature of contemporary thought about 
marriage. It seems reasonable to assume that this mutuality formed the background for the 
stylistic pattern observed in Paul and others. Perhaps it is useful to observe here that none 
of these authors assume that mutuality implies equality between husband and wife. As 
discussed in the previous chapter, Musonius argues against a double standard that would 
allow men more sexual liberties than women, on the basis that men are the stronger sex.77 
Plutarch shares Musonius’ view to some extent and makes a similar point about double 
standards: 

A husband who enjoys pleasures which he prohibits in his wife is like a man who 
tells his wife to fight the enemy to whom he has himself surrendered. (Plutarch, 
Advice to the Bride and Groom 47) 

Still, when faced with a husband who cannot manage such strict self-discipline, a wife 
should not hold this against him, as long as he shows some discretion: 
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When Persian kings dine, their legal wives sit beside them and share the feast. 
But if they want to amuse themselves or get drunk, they send their wives away, 
and summon the singing-girls and the concubines. And they are quite right not to 
share their drunken orgies with their wives. So, if a private citizen, intemperate 
and tasteless in his pleasures, commits an offense with a mistress or a 
maidservant, his wife ought not to be angry or annoyed, but reflect that it is his 
respect for her that makes her husband share his intemperance or violent 
behaviour with another woman. (Plutarch, Advice to the Bride and Groom 16) 

Plutarch thus clearly has a double standard himself, even if he does frown upon men who 
cannot control their pleasures.78 Even though Paul gives more extensive parallel guidelines 
for men and women in relation to marriage, divorce and celibacy, there is no need to 
assume that he would equate mutuality with equality. Rather, as we shall see below, Paul 
appeals explicitly to the difference and hierarchy between men and women when discussing 
women’s speech and dress. What characterises these particular views of men and women is 
not equality, but mutuality and interdependence.  

We have thus observed a pattern in contemporary discourse about marriage that 
would appear to reflect a particular conceptualisation of it. The pattern emphasises 
mutuality and reciprocity between husband and wife. Paul uses this pattern in a distinct 
way. Not only does he come up with more elaborate forms of the pattern, but he applies it 
not just to the relationship between men and women within marriage, but also to men and 
women in their religious concerns. We actually see this shift from marriage to religion 
occurring in the passage quoted above, about undivided attention to the Lord (1 Corinthians 
7:32-34). Paul contrasts being unmarried to being married here, and applies the idea of 
mutual concern on the part of husband and wife for each other, to the concern for the Lord 
of both unmarried men and women. Instead of being focussed on pleasing their spouses, 
the unmarried man and woman can be concerned about the affairs of the Lord. The logic of 
mutual involvement in marriage is thus transferred to religious involvement of both men 
and women. 
This same mutual involvement can be seen in a statement Paul makes about men and 
women ‘in the Lord’, which occurs in the well-known discussion about women’s head 
coverings, to which we will return in the final section of this chapter. After having outlined 
the difference and hierarchy between men and women with an appeal to the creation of the 
first woman from the first man (1 Corinthians 11:7-10), Paul apparently intends to qualify 
this hierarchy: 

Nevertheless, in the Lord woman is not independent of man or man independent 
of woman (plh.n ou;te gunh. cwri.j avndro.j ou;te avnh.r cwri.j gunaiko.j evn kuri,w|). 

For just as woman came from man, so man comes through woman; but all things 
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come from God (w[sper ga.r h` gunh. evk tou/ avndro,j( ou[twj kai. o ̀ avnh.r dia. th/j 
gunaiko,j\ ta. de. pa,nta evk tou/ qeou/Å). (1 Corinthians 11:11-12) 

Even though men are primary and women secondary in creation (11:8-9), they are mutually 
dependent ‘in the Lord’. Paul uses a chiastic structure here similar to that observed in 
Musonius and Plutarch. He appears to refer to procreation when saying that woman came 
from man and man through woman. This would tie in with the emphasis on procreation as 
the divine intention for creating male and female that is found in Musonius and Philo. Paul 
then adapts this argument from creation to apply not to the aim of having children, but to 
underscore the mutual connectedness of men and women ‘in the Lord’. For Paul here, as for 
others, as noted above, mutuality and inequality are not incompatible.  

In a similar vein, Musonius observes that neither women nor men alone can form 
the basis for society: 

That the home or the city does not depend upon women alone or upon men 
alone, but upon their union with each other is evident (o[ti me.n ga.r oi=koj h= po,lij 
ou;t’ evk gunaikw/n suni,statai monon ou;t’ evx avndrw/n mo,non, avll’ evk th/j pro.j 
avllh,louj koinwni,aj( dh/lon). One could find no other association more necessary 
nor more pleasant than that of men and women (avndrw/n de. kai. gunaikw/n 
koinwni,aj a;llhn ouvk av.n eu[roi tij ou;t’ avnagkaiote,ran ou;te prosfileste,ran). 
(Musonius Rufus, Is Marriage a Handicap for the Pursuit of Philosophy? 14.13-14) 

Musonius bases the nescessity of both men and women to form a society not only on their 
obvious mutual necessity for procreation, but also in their unique connection. The 
association or koinonia between men and women is the most basic and most agreeable 
relationship and the foundation for all others.79 Even though Paul did not endorse marriage 
in the way that Musonius does, his view of the community in Christ as requiring the 
involvement of both men and women seems to draw on a similar type of understanding of 
their role and relationship. 

Such a view of men and women was by no means universal, as is evident from Philo 
and Josephus’ negative remarks about marriage and wives. As we will see below, both 
authors describe the Essenes as a community that does very well without women, especially 
because the male Essenes are free from the burden of marriage. According to Philo, no one 
of the Essenes ever marries a wife, ‘because woman is a selfish creature and one addicted to 
jealousy in an immoderate degree’ (Apology for the Jews 11.14). Josephus believes the 
Essenes live only with men and do not marry, because wives lead to quarrels (Jewish 
Antiquities 18, 21). By not marrying, the Essenes, ‘guard against the lascivious behavior of 
women’, since ‘none of them preserve their fidelity to one man’. (Jewish War 2.119). Their 
negative views of women and marriage thus allow Philo and Josephus to confirm that a 
community such as the Essenes can function very well without both. Paul’s understanding of 
men and women as both necessary in Christ thus suggests that he had a more positive view 
of their roles, not unlike that of Musonius. 

To round off this section on the arguments for marriage, we can conclude that Paul 
shares the contemporary conception of marriage as a mutual undertaking of husband and 
wife, but that he does not confirm its importance or encourage its practice for any other 
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reason than to protect against sexual sin. Arguments based on the need for procreation and 
the continuation of society that dominated the discourse about marriage are conspicuously 
absent, as is the view that marriage is in line with nature or divine purpose. To leave out 
such obvious arguments would seem to require a very definite alternative perspective on 
marriage. To understand this alternative view, we will now turn to a closer examination of 
the arguments put forward by Paul against marriage. 

2.2 The Arguments against Marriage: Distraction at the End of the 
World 

While it was thus widely felt, as discussed in the previous section, that marrying was natural 
and good, some objections to marriage were also raised in contemporary discussion of 
marriage. Under particular circumstances, not marrying was thought to be the better 
option. We already encountered Josephus’ and Philo’s depictions of the Essenes as a group 
who did not marry and thereby enabling their ethic of mutual service among their members.  

Following the influential study of Will Deming, the critical perspective on marriage is 
usually described by New-Testament scholars as the Cynic view, even though it occurs in the 
writings of such non-Cynics as Philo and Epictetus. Ideas about marriage that may have their 
origin in some form of Cynicism are incorporated during this period into very different world 
views. Epictetus’ discussion of the Cynic who is right to reject marriage, for example, occurs 
within a thoroughly Stoic perspective on society.80 We will examine the views of those who 
question marriage in this section, and see how they compare to Paul’s. We will take Paul’s 
argumentation as our guideline in this section and address the two points he brings forward 
as reasons why it is better not to marry.  

The first part of this section (2.2.1) deals with Paul’s eschatological argument; 
because the world, including marriage, is about to end, those who are married should live as 
if they are not. The idea that marriage was a feature of this world and not of the next occurs 
in other eschatological texts as well, as we shall see. This is a crucial point to establish, since 
the suggestion that the third pair of the baptismal formula, ‘nor male and female’, proclaims 
an end to marriage finds its context here. For Paul, the conviction that this eschatological 
end to marriage is close already has implications for the lives of believers.  

Paul’s second argument, which is discussed in the second part of this section (2.2.2), 
presents marriage as a distraction from devotion to the Lord. The idea that marriage could 
be an obstacle to an ideal life is an established part of the conversation about marriage in 
Paul’s time. Unlike his contemporaries, however, who focus on men, Paul sees both 
husband and wife as a distraction for each other and encourages both men and women not 
to marry.  

In both arguments raised by Paul against marrying, we thus see the return of 
elements of the contemporary understanding of marriage, as described above. Marriage 
was seen as a fundamental part of the fabric of society and the cosmos, and since Paul 
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believed this world would pass away, it makes sense that marriage would be destroyed 
along with it. There was little point in investing in this social structure through marrying and 
having children. The second element that we see is the idea that both men and women are 
involved in marriage, in a mutual partnership. When this partnership falls away, as Paul 
advocates, both parties can put their energy in ‘the Lord’. The section will be rounded off 
with a brief conclusion (2.2.3), that ties together the different strands, and connects them to 
the third pair of the baptismal formula, ‘nor male and female’. 

2.2.1 Marriage and Eschatology 
Before turning to Paul’s argument about marriage and eschatology, I will give a brief 
sketch of his line of thought in the chapter, leading up to this point. As noted above, in 
section 2.1.1, Paul begins the chapter by confirming that it is good not to marry, a 
position that he repeats at various points (1 Corinthians 7:1-9, 26-28, 32-40). He makes a 
concession, however, because of the danger of porneia, for those who do not have the 
gift to live a celibate life. He then turns to divorce, which he does not allow for the 
believing husband or wife, but encourages them to accept when initiated by an 
unbelieving partner. Paul next formulates a general guideline, about staying as one is, 
and brings in two examples from circumcision and slavery, a passage that was discussed 
extensively in the previous chapter (CH III 1.1). Returning to the main subject, Paul 
applies this principle of staying as one is, to marriage: 

Are you married? Do not seek a divorce. Are you unmarried? Do not look for a 
wife (de,desai gunaiki,( mh. zh,tei lu,sin\ le,lusai avpo. gunaiko,j( mh. zh,tei gunai/ka). 
But if you do marry, you have not sinned; and if a virgin marries, she has not 
sinned (eva.n de. kai. gamh,sh|j( ouvc h[martej\ kai. eva.n gh,mh| h` parqe,noj( ouvc 
h[marten). (1 Corinthians 7:27-28)  

Again Paul states that not marrying is preferable for both men and women, but that 
marriage is still allowed. He then comes to the reason why everyone can stay as they are: 

I mean, brothers, that the appointed time has grown short (ò kairo.j 
sunestalme,noj evsti,n); from now on, let those who have wives be as though they 
had none (oì e;contej gunai/kaj ẁj mh. e;contej w=sin), and those who mourn as 
though they were not mourning, and those who rejoice as though they were not 
rejoicing (oì klai,ontej ẁj mh. klai,ontej kai. oì cai,rontej ẁj mh. cai,rontej), and 
those who buy as though they had no possessions (oì avgora,zontej ẁj mh. 
kate,contej), and those who deal with the world as though they had no dealings 
with it. For the present form of this world is passing away (para,gei ga.r to. sch/ma 
tou/ ko,smou tou,tou). (1 Corinthians 7:29-31) 

Marriage is thus not only second choice, but once in it, a person should not be absorbed by 
it, but should live ‘as if not’. The reason for this attitude towards marriage is that time has 
been shortened (ò kairo.j sunestalme,noj evsti,n), by which Paul no doubt refers to the death 
and resurrection of Christ, which has set in motion a chain of events that will lead to the 
ultimate end.81 Since this eschatological explanation is sandwiched between two passages 
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that underline Paul’s preference for being unmarried, it is likely that it supports this position 
as well. Not only should the approaching end encourage those who are married to live as if 
not, it also implies that it is preferable not to become married in the first place.  

Along with buying, mourning and rejoicing, marriage thus belongs to the present 
form of the world, which is ‘passing away’ (para,gei ga.r to. sch/ma tou/ ko,smou tou,tou 7:31). 

Paul’s unusual choice of words here, the form of the cosmos, has led to some debate about 
what it is exactly that Paul is referring to. Some scholars, such as Deming, see this not 
primarily as a reference to the more cosmological events of the eschaton, the ‘destruction 
of the earth and creation of a new one’, which rather recede to the background here. 
According to Deming it is the ‘the day-to-day responsibilities of a householder and his wife’ 
that are in focus; the ‘social and economic infrastructure’ which forms the context that 
makes the activities mentioned here possible.82 Edward Adams, however, concludes on the 
basis of an analysis of all the components of this verse, ‘this world’ (tou/ ko,smou tou,tou), 
‘passing away’(para,gei) and ‘the form’ (to. sch/ma) that Paul is rather referring to the ‘whole 
state of existence’ and is making ‘a cosmological claim’. As Adams notes, it would be difficult 
to imagine that it is only the external appearance that goes, while the essence of this 
present, and for Paul evil, world continues.83 Paul believes that the events leading up to the 
end have been activated and this new perspective on time gives him a new perspective on 
marriage.  

The categories mentioned by Paul here appear to form something of an 
eschatological motif; they occur together in earlier prophetic eschatological passages in 
Isaiah and Ezekiel:  

See, the LORD is going to lay waste the earth and devastate it; he will ruin its face 
and scatter its inhabitants-it will be the same for priest as for people, for master 
as for servant (ò pai/j wj̀ o ̀ ku,rioj), for mistress as for maid, for seller as for 
buyer (ò avgora,zwn ẁj o ̀ pwlw/n), for borrower as for lender (ò danei,zwn ẁj ò 
daneizo,menoj), for debtor as for creditor (ò ovfei,lwn wj̀ w|- ovfei,lei). (…) The earth 
dries up (mourns, evpe,nqhsen) and withers, the world languishes and withers, the 
exalted of the earth languish (mourn, evpe,nqhsan). (…) The new wine dries up 
(mourns, penqh,sei) and the vine withers (mourns, penqh,sei); all the merrymakers 
(oì euvfraino,menoi th.n yuch,n) groan. (Isaiah 24:1-2, 4, 7) 
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This prophecy foresees the end of the world as the work of God; it is a total destruction that 
involves all parts of the population, without regard for social distinctions.84 The pairs of 
opposites are reminiscent of Paul’s, especially the master and slave, and are a feature of 
eschatological prophecies, as discussed in Chapter I. There is more emphasis here on the 
economic opposites, not only buying, as in Paul, but also borrowing and debt. The emotions 
mentioned by Paul, mourning and rejoicing (klai,w and cai,rw), also appear, although 
different verbs are used. These emotions are emphasised in the Septuagint, with a repeated 
use of ‘to mourn’ (penqe,w) where the Hebrew reads lba or lma, which is generally translated 
as ‘to dry up’ and ‘to languish’.    

A similar combination of terms is occurs in Ezekiel, although here again, as in Isaiah, 
there is no mention of marriage. Mourning and rejoicing are connected directly with buying 
and selling in this passage: 

The time has come, the day has arrived (h[kei o ̀kairo,j ivdou. h` h`me,ra). Let not the 
buyer rejoice nor the seller grieve (ò ktw,menoj mh. caire,tw kai. o ̀ pwlw/n mh. 
qrhnei,tw), for wrath is upon the whole crowd. The seller will not recover the land 
he has sold as long as both of them live, for the vision concerning the whole 
crowd will not be reversed. Because of their sins, not one of them will preserve 
his life. (Ezekiel 7:12-13) 

The impending judgement is described here as well in terms of its impact on buying and 
selling, mourning and rejoicing; there is no reason to feel joy or grief, because everyone will 
perish. According to Leslie Allen, this is a variation on the ‘prophetic futility curse’, such as 
‘though you have built stone mansions, you will not live in them; though you have planted 
lush vineyards, you will not drink their wine’ (Amos 5:11, cf. e.g. Micah 6:15; Zephaniah 
1:13)'.85 Characteristic for this theme is the inability to capitalise on the initiated action. The 
tension between the initiated action and the sudden impact of the end time is also present 
in the later passages where the theme of buying and selling recurs, to which we will now 
turn.  
It is important to note that when these categories occur in later eschatological texts, they 
include a reference to marriage. Two passages from the Gospels illustrate this. The first 
occurs in both Luke and Matthew and is generally seen as deriving from Q: 

Just as it was in the days of Noah, so also will it be in the days of the Son of Man. 
People were eating, drinking, marrying and being given in marriage (h;sqion( 
e;pinon( evga,moun( evgami,zonto) up to the day Noah entered the ark. Then the flood 
came and destroyed them all. It was the same in the days of Lot. People were 
eating and drinking, buying and selling, planting and building (h;sqion( e;pinon( 
hvgo,razon( evpw,loun( evfu,teuon( wv|kodo,moun). But the day Lot left Sodom, fire and 
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sulphur rained down from heaven and destroyed them all. It will be just like this 
on the day the Son of Man is revealed. (Luke 17:26-30, par. Matthew 24:37-39) 

The passage illustrates the unexpected coming of the Son of Man. Just as the flood and the 
destruction of Sodom caught people by surprise, so will the present generation be surprised 
when the Son of Man comes.86 The activities in which people are involved include buying 
and selling, as in the prophetic texts quoted above, with the addition of eating and drinking 
and marrying and being given in marriage. Although these can be seen as exemplifying 
‘ordinary activities’, it seems more likely that they also typify those activities that constitute 
engagement with the present world and investment into its continuation.87 Planting, 
building and marrying especially are concerned with the future and the inability to enjoy the 
results of these actions that was identified as a prophetic theme above, seems relevant here 
as well. Since marrying was seen as crucially important for the continuation of society in the 
early Empire, as we saw in the previous section, its inclusion among such activities in this 
period fits with the contemporary understanding. 

Buying and marriage also occur together in the parable of the, clearly eschatological, 
banquet (Luke 14:15-24), where the guests refuse the invitation they are given, on the 
grounds that they are busy with either of these two things:  

"But they all alike began to make excuses. The first said, 'I have just bought a field 
(avgro.n hvgo,rasa), and I must go and see it. Please excuse me.' "Another said, 'I 
have just bought five yoke of oxen (zeu,gh bow/n hvgo,rasa pe,nte), and I'm on my 
way to try them out. Please excuse me.' "Still another said, 'I just got married 
(gunai/ka e;ghma), so I can't come' (Luke 14:18-20). 

On each of the three occasions mentioned in the parable, the invitation is turned down 
because the intended guest is engaged with his purchases or with his newly formed 
marriage.88 The suggestion is not simply that they are simply busy, but more specifically, 
that they are focussed on the future.89  
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this repeated phrase sets the audience for up the third man, the one who has just gotten married. In this case, 
it is not specified where he needs to go, allowing the audience to fill in, according to Longenecker, ‘I must go 
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The passages discussed so far mention marriage and buying to signify involvement 
with the world, as Paul does, in contrast with a prophesied end time. There are also 
contemporary texts that present the associated idea, and describe the end time as a time 
when there will be no marriage. The first example of such a text is the eschatological 
prophecy found in the second Sibylline Oracle, which was already introduced in the first 
chapter. Here, the notions of buying, selling and marrying occur in pairs of opposites, among 
a number of other such pairs. They do not function in this text as characteristics of the 
present world; instead, their denial is what distinguishes the next world: 

The earth belongs equally to all (gai/a d’ i;sh pa,ntwn), undivided by walls or 
fences (ouv tei,cesin ouv perifragmoi/j diamerizome,nh). It will bear abundant fruits 
spontaneously. Lives will be in common and wealth will have no division (koinoi, 
te bi,oi kai. plou/toj a;moiroj). For there will be no poor man there, no rich, and 
no tyrant, no slave (ouv ga.r ptwco.j evkei/( ouv plou,sioj( ouvde. tu,rannoj( ouv dou/loj); 
no one will be either great or small anymore, there will be no kings, and no 
leaders: all are equal there (koinh/| d’ a[ma pa,ntej). (…) No spring, no summer, no 
winter, no autumn, no marriage, no death, no selling, no buying (ouv ga,mon( ouv 
qa,naton( ouv pra,seij( oud’ avgorasmou,j), no sunset, no sunrise: because he will 
make one great day. (Sibylline Oracles 2. 319-329)  

The many pairs of opposites that are negated in this end-time vision connect natural 
opposites, such as ‘no summer, no winter’, to social opposites, several of which are 
reminiscent of the eschatological vision of Isaiah (Isaiah 24:2). The pairs listed there, priest-
people, master-servant, seller-buyer, seem to be echoed in the Oracle as ‘no one will be 
either great or small’, ‘no kings, no leaders’, no tyrant, no slave’ and ‘no selling, no buying’. 
There is also a considerable overlap with two of Paul’s statements. Not only with the 
baptismal formula, especially the pairs ‘slave-free’ and ‘male-female’, but also with the 
passage under consideration in this section, about living as if not. The pairs ‘no marriage, no 
death, no selling, no buying (ouv ga,mon( ouv qa,naton( ouv pra,seij( oud’ avgorasmou,j (Sibylline 
Oracles 2. 328) seem similar to Paul’s description of the world that is passing away, where 
those who have wives are encouraged to live as if not, and those who buy as if they had no 
possessions. Like Paul, this prophecy connects property and marriage and sees both as 
absent after the end has come.  

While Paul does not directly connect death to marriage, as the Sibylline prophecy 
does, victory over death is clearly part of his eschatological expectation. Paul’s portrayal of 
Christ as the second Adam in both Romans and 1 Corinthians sees him bringing life through 
the resurrection and eventually destroying death as ‘the last enemy’ (1 Corinthians 15:26).90 

                                                                                                                                                                     
try her out’ (Longenecker, ‘A Humorous Jesus?’, 187). In line with his main argument, Van Tilborg suggests that 
the man is in effect saying ‘I just had sex’ and therefore has to wait until evening in order to take a cleansing 
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 Howard Marshall notes that the excuses bear a resemblance to those that are legitimate for a holy war 
(Deuteronomy 20:5-7; 24,5) although this correspondence is too vague to count as the main underlying motif 
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Although Paul thus does not explicitly link marriage and death, neither when discussing the 
former nor the latter, he does appear to share the idea that both are part of the world that 
will soon come to an end.  

The Gospels contain several passages that confirm the connection between the 
absence of marriage and the end time. The first is an enigmatic reference to eunuchs in 
Matthew, that follows immediately on Jesus’ saying about divorce discussed above, in which 
creation into ‘male and female’ is quoted. The disciples, who are apparently used to a more 
lenient attitude towards divorce, come to the conclusion that if it is this difficult, then it is 
better not to marry: 

Jesus replied, ‘Not everyone can accept this word, but only those to whom it has 
been given. For some are eunuchs because they were born that way; others were 
made that way by men; and others have renounced marriage because of the 
kingdom of heaven (εἰσὶν εὐνοῦχοι οἵτινες εὐνούχισαν ἑαυτοὺς διὰ τὴν βασιλείαν 

τῶν οὐρανῶν). The one who can accept this should accept it.’ (Matthew 19:11-12) 

Jesus offers an alternative reason for not marrying. Rather than doing so to avoid being 
trapped in marriage without the possibility of divorce, some choose not to marry as a way of 
orienting themselves in the present on the coming kingdom. While there is much discussion 
about the meaning of the term eunuchs here, the assumption seems to be that in the future 
kingdom, there will be no marriage.91  

A second text that shares this notion that marriage is restricted to the present world 
and absent in the next occurs in a discussion about the resurrection. Mark and Matthew 
have a brief version of this important scene, while Luke has a slightly longer version that 
gives more detail relevant for our question about marriage and death (Mark 12:18-27; 
Matthew 22:23-32; Luke 20:27-38). In the story, Sadducees approach Jesus and try to trick 
him by asking a question about the resurrection, attempting to demonstrate its absurdity:92   

Then the Sadducees, who say there is no resurrection, came to him with a 
question. "Teacher," they said, "Moses wrote for us that if a man's brother dies 
and leaves a wife but no children, the man must marry the widow and have 
children for his brother. Now there were seven brothers. The first one married 
and died without leaving any children. The second one married the widow, but he 
also died, leaving no child. It was the same with the third. In fact, none of the 
seven left any children. Last of all, the woman died too. At the resurrection 
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whose wife will she be, since the seven were married to her?" Jesus replied, "Are 
you not in error because you do not know the Scriptures or the power of God? 
When the dead rise, they will neither marry nor be given in marriage; they will be 
like the angels in heaven (o[tan ga.r evk nekrw/n avnastw/sin ou;te gamou/sin ou;te 
gami,zontai( avllV eivsi.n wj̀ a;ggeloi evn toi/j ouvranoi/j). Now about the dead rising-
-have you not read in the book of Moses, in the account of the bush, how God 
said to him, 'I am the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob'? 
He is not the God of the dead, but of the living. You are badly mistaken!" (Mark 
12:18-27)  

The absurdity of this tale of the seven brothers who all share one wife, rests on the premise 
that they will still be married after the resurrection. Whose wife will she be, when she was 
married to all seven? This is the premise that Jesus attacks. When the dead rise, they do not 
marry nor are they given in marriage, a double formulation that describes marriage from the 
perspective both of men and women (Mark 12:25). Marriage belongs to this world, not to 
life after the resurrection, so the problem that the Sadducees have sketched simply does 
not exist.93 She will be nobody’s wife, because there will be no marriage.  

As support or further explanation for the fact that there will be no marriage, Jesus 
adds that ‘they will be like the angels in heaven’ (Mark 12 :25). The resurrection is thus not 
presumed to be bodily, but rather spiritual or heavenly, which appears to have been the 
dominant expectation among contemporary Jews.94 In what sense will they be like angels? 
Various possibilities have been suggested in scholarship, such as that they will be celibate, 
that there will be no sexual difference, or that the will have a different corporeality from 
mortal humans.95 The latter idea is also found in 2 Baruch, where it is said that those who 
are justified will be transformed, ‘into the splendour of angels’ (2 Baruch 51:1-5).  
Paul’s description of the resurrected body similarly emphasises discontinuity, and mocks 
those who would assume, that any resurrection would result in the same body:   

The body that is sown is perishable, it is raised imperishable; it is sown in 
dishonour, it is raised in glory; it is sown in weakness, it is raised in power; it is 
sown a natural body, it is raised a spiritual body. (1 Corinthians 15:42-44) 
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Paul stresses the difference between the normal human body and the body after the 
resurrection. Although he does not compare this body to that of angels, he uses terms that 
suggest a similar understanding. 

Luke’s version of this same encounter between Jesus and the Sadducees gives a 
different explanation for the comparison with angels: 

Jesus said to them, "Those who belong to this age marry and are given in 
marriage (Oì uìoi. tou/ aivw/noj tou,tou gamou/sin kai. gami,skontai); but those who 
are considered worthy of a place in that age and in the resurrection from the 
dead neither marry nor are given in marriage (ou;te gamou/sin ou;te gami,zontai). 
Indeed they cannot die anymore, because they are like angels and are children of 
God, being children of the resurrection (ouvde. ga.r avpoqanei/n e;ti du,nantai( 
ivsa,ggeloi ga,r eivsin kai. uìoi, eivsin qeou/ th/j avnasta,sewj uìoi. o;ntej). (Luke 
20:34-36) 

The explanation given here is that the resurrected are like angels, in the sense that they do 
not die anymore. The close connection between procreation and marriage in contemporary 
thought, noted above, explains how marriage, necessary for the continuation of the human 
race, loses its meaning once humans become immortal.96 We thus see a contemporary 
eschatological idea that is summed up in the oracle of the Sibyl in only four words, ‘no 
marriage, no death’. Paul’s conviction that death will be conquered and destroyed, that the 
resurrection will lead to a new, spiritual body, and his idea of marriage as no longer relevant 
in the time to come, are all consistent with contemporary understandings of the end time.97  

2.2.2 Marriage as Obstacle and Distraction 
We now turn to the second argument that Paul puts forward against marrying, which 
follows immediately on the passage discussed in the previous section, about the 
approaching end. Here Paul opposes concern for a husband or wife to concern for ‘the 
Lord’s affairs’, and argues that it is best to be able to focus entirely on the latter: 

I would like you to be free from concern (avmeri,mnouj). An unmarried man is 
concerned about the Lord's affairs—how he can please the Lord (ò a;gamoj 
merimna/| ta. tou/ kuri,ou( pw/j avre,sh| tw/| kuri,w). But a married man is concerned 
about the affairs of this world—how he can please his wife (ò de. gamh,saj merimna/| 
ta. tou/ ko,smou( pw/j avre,sh| th/| gunaiki)— and his interests are divided (kai. 
meme,ristai). An unmarried woman or virgin is concerned about the Lord's affairs 
(kai. h` gunh. h̀ a;gamoj kai. h` parqe,noj merimna/| ta. tou/ kuri,ou), to be holy in both 
body and spirit. But a married woman is concerned about the affairs of this 
world—how she can please her husband (h̀ de. gamh,sasa merimna/| ta. tou/ ko,smou( 
pw/j avre,sh| tw/| avndri,). I am saying this for your own good, not to restrict you, but 
that you may live in a right way in undivided devotion to the Lord. (tou/to de. pro.j 
to. ùmw/n auvtw/n su,mforon le,gw( ouvc i[na bro,con ùmi/n evpiba,lw avlla. pro.j to. 
eu;schmon kai. euvpa,redron tw/| kuri,w| avperispa,stwjÅ) (1 Corinthians 7:32-35) 
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Being married creates a state of division between concern for one’s spouse and concern for 
the Lord. Concern for a spouse is equated here with concern for the world (ko,smoj) of which 
Paul has just said that it was about to end.98 In order to promote undistracted devotion to 
the Lord, Paul encourages his audience not to marry. Paul’s argumentation in this passage, 
as well as his terminology, has been discussed extensively, especially with regard to the 
similarities with Stoic and Cynic discussions of marriage.99 The parallel between Paul and 
Stoics such as Epictetus and Hierocles, who see a conflict between devotion to a wife and 
devotion to philosophy, has been well established and it is not my aim to go over this again. 
What I do want to highlight is where Paul differs from these philosophers, since this often 
seems to have been neglected. Unlike his Stoic contemporaries, Paul does not only see 
marriage as a distraction for a man, but as an equal distraction for both men and women. A 
brief discussion of Epictetus will serve as an example. 

Epictetus generally felt that marrying was good and a way to fulfil one’s purpose in 
life, since it contributed to the well-being of the state (see e.g. Discourses 2.23.37-38).100 Yet 
based on this same principle of the good of society, he also makes an exception for 
someone who can benefit society more when not married, whom he calls ‘the Cynic’. 
Whereas in an ideal state composed only of wise men, a Cynic could marry, because his wife 
and children would also be wise, under the present social conditions, which he compares to 
a war zone, he need not: 

But with things as they are ─ in a virtual crisis ─ it’s better, perhaps, that the 
Cynic not be distracted by domestic duties (avperi,spaston ei=nai). He needs to 
focus on his sacred ministry (pro.j th| diakoni,a| tou/ qeou/), and be free to move 
around ─ not be tied down by personal obligations that he cannot very well 
ignore, but which, if he honours, will detract from his role of messenger, scout 
and herald of the gods (to.n a;ggelon kai. kata,skopon kai. kh,ruka tw/n qew/n). 
(Epictetus, Discourses III.22.69)  

The similarities with Paul’s discussion of the distractions of marriage are clear. Both Paul and 
Epictetus contrast a religious duty with the obligations that marriage brings. Epictetus paints 
a lively picture of these obligations; a husband has responsibilities with regard to his wife 
and father in-law, he has to fetch hot water to bathe the baby, and buy it all the things it 
needs such as a cot and oil and drinking cups (Epictetus, Discourses III.22.69-71). Where 
would he find time for his higher duties? When asked how neglecting to marry will help 
society in general, since this is after all the bigger goal, Epictetus answers: 

For God’s sake, who benefits society more (mei,zona d’ euvergetou/sin avnqrw,pouj), 
people who produce two or three brats with runny noses to survive them or 
those who supervise in each person’s life what they care about, or mistakenly 
neglect? (Epictetus, Discourses III.22.77) 
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The Cynic’s contribution to society through supervision of the lives of others is thus no less 
than that made by people who marry and have children. In spite of his Cynic stance on 
marriage here, Epictetus’ concern is still what is good for people in general, which is in fact a 
Stoic concern.  

In spite of the obvious similarities between Paul and Epictetus in their view of 
marriage as a distraction, there are clearly also major differences. While Epictetus makes an 
exception for the Cynic, who has a distinct role as ‘messenger, scout and herald of the gods’, 
and expects people generally to continue marrying, Paul feels that everyone has such a 
special calling, and that both men and women, whether never married, divorced or 
widowed, do well not to marry. There is no exception made in order to care for society in a 
special way, while others go on reproducing it in the conventional manner. Rather, everyone 
is better off without marriage, and the continuation of society as a whole is of no concern, 
since it will pass away. 

That these differences between Paul and Epictetus are rarely observed, as far as I 
have been able to assess, is unfortunate, since a distinctive element of Paul’s thought is 
thereby missed. In his comparison of Epictetus’ and Paul’s attitude towards the law, Niko 
Huttunen describes the Cynic-like stance promoted by Epictetus and then concludes that 
‘Paul shares this view: married men cannot devote themselves to God without 
distraction’.101 The position of married women is not addressed by Huttunen, even though 
they are clearly mentioned by Paul.  

Similarly, David Balch’s notion that ‘Musonius, Epictetus, Hierocles and Paul 
conclude (…) that marriage is helpful for some, not advantageous for others’ seems only 
partially correct.102 Even though Balch examines the ideas about women in both the Stoics 
and Paul, he sees mainly similarities there too, and argues that these authors all suffer from 
an inconsistency between theory and practice. Musonius and Hierocles may both consider a 
wife to be similar or equal to her husband, yet in practice, she is subordinated by both as 
well. Paul too has a ‘theory of equality’, by which Balch refers to the baptismal formula, but 
also subordinates women when it comes to practical matters, such as head-coverings.103  

Balch fails to note that Paul considers marriage to be a distraction for everyone who 
enters it, both men and women. The exception is not the rare male philosopher who is 
exempted from the duty of marriage in order to focus entirely on his pursuits, rather, the 
exception for Paul is the person who cannot control him or herself and live a celibate life. By 
failing to observe that women too were better off not marrying, according to Paul, scholars 
have missed an important aspect of his thought. This is not that men and women are equal, 
but rather that for Paul, marriage really is a thing of the past.104 Devotion to a divine calling 
has come to replace marriage as the major concern in the lives of all believers.105  
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The distinct character of Paul’s view of marriage as a distraction can be further 
explored through a comparison with other groups that lived without marriage. The Essenes 
and Therapeutae described by Philo and Josephus as exemplary Jewish groups also did not 
have a conventional understanding of marriage. As discussed in Chapter I, the descriptions 
of these groups can be seen as part of a broader theme of an ideal city or utopia, where the 
conventional family structures are absent. The idea of a 'community of goods and women' 
already occurs for comic effect in the plays of Aristophanes and much more seriously in 
Plato.106 There, individual family is abandoned in order to create a single all-encompassing 
family or oikos. Plato portrays the absence of marriage as a relief for men. They can now live 
in peace, without the burden to provide for their families or the trouble of handing their 
money over to their wives and slaves (Republic 465 b-c).107 A similar negative attitude 
towards wives is attributed to the Essenes by Philo and Josephus, and is shared by many 
ancient sources.108  

Josephus describes the Essenes as a group that had a community of goods, though 
not a community of women, since women were entirely absent.109 For the Essenes, 
according to Josephus, marriage is to be avoided as a source of disagreements: 

It also deserves our admiration, how much they exceed all other men that give 
themselves over to virtue, and this in righteousness: and indeed to such a degree, 
that as it has never appeared among any other men, neither Greeks nor 
barbarians, no, not for a little time, so has it endured a long time among them. 
This is demonstrated by that institution of theirs, which will not allow anything to 
hinder them from having all things in common; so that a rich man enjoys no more 
of his own wealth than he who has nothing at all. There are about four thousand 
men that live in this way, and neither marry wives, nor are desirous to keep 
slaves; as thinking the latter tempts men to be unjust, and the former gives the 
handle to domestic quarrels; but as they live by themselves, they minister one to 
another. (Josephus, Antiquities 18. 20-21) 

In Josephus’ description of the Essenes, several of the categories that we discussed above 
(section 2.2.1) in connection with marriage and eschatology are mentioned. Possessions, 
slaves and marriage are all absent in this community, as they are in the Sibylline prophecy 
and to some extent in other eschatological depictions. While Josephus does not attribute a 
distinct eschatological perspective to the Essenes, they do distinguish themselves from 
society generally through not participating in exactly those spheres that are considered 
typical of involvement with the world in the eschatological perspective, such as buying and 

                                                                                                                                                                     
158-163). In this case at least, the overlap and irony disappear when taking into account to whom these 
standards were applied. 
106

 Several of the plays of Aristophanes derive their comedy from the idea that women take over power and 
disrupt social conventions. As ‘The Ecclesiazusae’ illustrates, the idea of women in an ekklesia was funny in 
itself. See Dawson, Cities of the Gods, 37-39. Dawson finds an explanation for this ideal and the connection 
between goods and women in the economic and social structures of fifth century Athens: ‘Only in an economy 
of private ownership could such a communistic ideal seem a radical alternative to existing society; only a 
society that did not hold private ownership sacrosanct could consider such a theory at all. Only in a society 
that had not yet reached the point of clearly separating family from property could these theories so readily 
embrace the notion of sexual communism.’ 
107

 See Annas, ‘Plato’s Republic’, 312. 
108

 See Treggiari, Roman Marriage, 206-208. 
109

 The fact that Essenes shared property is also noted by Philo (That every good man is free, 1.85-86). 



Nor Male and Female 

211 
 

selling and marrying (1 Corinthians 7:29-31). While there thus seems to be a similar interest 
in property and marriage in both Paul and among Josephus’ Essenes, the criticism of 
marriage that is attributed to the Essenes by Josephus is very different from Paul’s:   

They do not absolutely deny the fitness of marriage, and the succession of 
mankind thereby continued; but they guard against the lascivious behavior of 
women, and are persuaded that none of them preserve their fidelity to one man. 
(Josephus, Jewish War 2. 121) 

Philo attributes the Essene rejection of marriage also to the nature of women. The Essenes 
do not marry  

‘because woman is a selfish creature and one addicted to jealousy in an 
immoderate degree, and terribly calculated to agitate and overturn the natural 
inclinations of a man, and to mislead him by her continual tricks’ (Apology for the 
Jews 11.14).110  

As noted above in our discussion of the contemporary arguments for marriage, neither Philo 
nor Josephus has any objections to marriage in general; it is in the context of picturing this 
exemplary group that its rejection becomes a sign of virtue.  

The second Jewish group that is described as rejecting marriage is Philo’s 
Therapeutae. This group consists of both men and women, and here the situation with 
regard to marriage is somewhat different.111 Marriage is not described as something to be 
avoided because of the problematic nature of women. Neither men nor women who belong 
to the group seem to be involved in marriages, but hostility to marriage as such is attributed 
to the group. The female Therapeutae are described as virgins, by their own choice: 

And the women also share in this feast, the greater part of whom, though old, are 
virgins in respect of their purity (not indeed through necessity, as some of the 
priestesses among the Greeks are, who have been compelled to preserve their 
chastity more than they would have done of their own accord), but out of an 
admiration for and love of wisdom, with which they are desirous to pass their 
lives, on account of which they are indifferent to the pleasures of the body, 
desiring not a mortal but an immortal offspring, which the soul that is attached to 
God is alone able to produce by itself and from itself, the Father having sown in it 
rays of light appreciable only by the intellect, by means of which it will be able to 
perceive the doctrines of wisdom. (Philo, On the Contemplative Life 68) 

According to Philo, these women have chosen not to marry because they prefer immortal to 
mortal offspring. As noted above, marriage and procreation are firmly connected in Philo’s 
thought (cf. e.g. Special Laws 1.112; 3.33-36), as they are for Josephus (Against Apion 
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2.199), since both allow sexual intercourse even within marriage only with this intention.112 
The female Therapeutae still produce offspring, but of a different kind, inspired by God.  

The male Therapeutae seem to have a different, less virginal background. They only 
join the community after leaving their family and property in good hands. Philo praises them 
for making a gift of their wealth to others when they choose to go off to pursue philosophy 
(On the Contemplative Life 13-16). The asceticism of men and women is thus portrayed 
differently: men do not produce spiritual offspring; women do not abandon wealth and 
family. In Philo’s description, the group’s male and female members lead separate lives and 
even when joining in worship and song, remain spatially separated (On the Contemplative 
Life 33, 69).  

Apart from the question of how real any of these groups were or how accurate are 
the descriptions given, it is clear that asceticism and abandoning or rejecting marriage, 
along with property and slavery, functioned as a philosophical, ethical and religious ideal for 
Philo and Josephus. Even though Philo believes that marriage is natural and good, he can 
still present the Therapeutae and Essenes as examples of a high standing Jewish morale, in 
part because of their rejection of married life.  

We can now conclude, based on our examination of Paul’s statements in the 
context of the contemporary conversation about marriage, that what Paul objects to is 
not the quarrelsome or unfaithful nature of wives that Josephus and Philo lament. Nor is 
it the snotty nosed children, the difficult in-laws or the seeming endless amount of 
purchases required for a new baby, that burden Epictetus’ Cynic. Rather, what Paul sees 
as the negative side of marriage is exactly the mutual concern and care, and the 
investment into the continuation of society that his contemporaries so appreciated. It is 
because marriage involved the complete union of man and woman, that Paul saw it as an 
obstacle to union with Christ.  

In this sense, Paul confirms the cosmopolitan notion that saw marriage as the first 
bond that ultimately connected men and women to all other humans and to society in 
general. It is exactly because marriage constituted a commitment to the continuation of 
the world that Paul felt the need to discourage it. Since the world would soon come to an 
end, there was no reason to accept such a commitment, which constituted a distraction 
from what was of ultimate importance. Since in Christ there was no ‘male and female’ 
united with each other, both men and women could focus on the things of the Lord.  

3 Loose Ends: Gender Tensions  

Since I have argued in this chapter that the third pair of the baptismal formula does not 
relate primarily to gender, as is often assumed, but rather to marriage, several issues that 
are usually discussed in connection to this third pair have not been addressed. The question 
of the tension between the presumed equality in Galatians and the difference and hierarchy 
between men and women stressed in 1 Corinthians has not been raised, since there is no 
question in my interpretation of a pronouncement on equality between the sexes.113 Nor is 
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there a direct reason to discuss Paul’s statements about women’s dress and women’s 
speech (in 1 Corinthians 11:3-16 and 14:33-36) in connection to the baptismal formula. Yet 
since these issues remain important, and could raise questions about the reading I have 
proposed, I will briefly address them in this final section.  

Firstly, the question of the missing third pair will be discussed (section 3.1). It is often 
assumed that Paul leaves out the third pair when he quotes the formula in 1 Corinthians, 
because the Corinthians already had a far more radical stance on the equality of men and 
women than Paul did. If the quote from Genesis refers to marriage instead, the question 
remains why Paul would not mention the third pair in this letter, especially if it formed the 
basis of his arguments against marriage, as just stated. This question will be answered here 
not on the grounds of the content of the formula, but rather on its form.  

The second subsection (3.2) will deal with Paul’s thought on women’s dress and 
speech. After a brief discussion of the attitudes towards women’s dress and speech in the 
veiling culture in which Paul lived (3.2.1), his argument that women need to cover their 
heads when praying or prophesying and his instruction that women be silent in the ekklesia 
(3.2.2) will be examined. While these passages are often seen as contradictory, it will 
become evident that these two passages from 1 Corinthians in fact show a consistent 
attitude towards women, one that is concerned with order, convention and particularly 
shame. In Paul’s thought, as in contemporary thought in general, women’s dress and 
women’s speech were related subjects, which were both seen from the perspective of 
propriety and shame. In both, a woman’s submissive position with respect to men should 
become evident. 

3.1 Missing ‘Male and Female’: The Absence of the Third Pair in the 
Corinthian Formula 

The third pair in the Galatian formula is not only different because of its form, but also 
because unlike the other two pairs, it is missing from the parallel formula in 1 Corinthians (1 
Corinthians 12:13). The explanation generally put forward for the abbreviated baptismal 
formula is the conflict between what Paul proclaims in Galatians in terms of gender equality, 
and what he is willing to grant women in this letter.114 However, it is rarely asked how the 
phrase ‘nor male and female’ would fit into the sentence as it is formulated here. Could Paul 
simply include this clause; what would the wording of the formula and this particular part of 
it be if he did?  

The text in 1 Corinthians is slightly different from the formula as it occurs in 
Galatians: 
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There is neither Jew nor Greek, neither slave nor free, nor male and female, 
because you are all one in Christ Jesus (ouvk e;ni VIoudai/oj ouvde. {Ellhn( ouvk e;ni 
dou/loj ouvde. evleu,qeroj( ouvk e;ni a;rsen kai. qh/lu). (Galatians 3:28) 

Because in one spirit we all were baptized into one body (kai. ga.r evn èni. 
pneu,mati h̀mei/j pa,ntej eivj e]n sw/ma evbapti,sqhmen), whether Jews or Greeks, 
slaves or free and were all given one spirit to drink (ei;te VIoudai/oi ei;te {Ellhnej 
ei;te dou/loi ei;te evleu,qeroi( kai. pa,ntej e]n pneu/ma evpoti,sqhmen). (1 Corinthians 
12:13).  

Two important differences can be seen between the formula in Galatians and that in 1 
Corinthians. Instead of the singular forms used in Galatians, the nouns in 1 Corinthians are 
plural: Jews instead of Jew, slaves instead of slave etc. Secondly, the formula is not phrased 
as a denial: rather than the negative ‘neither ... nor’ (ouvk e;ni ... ouvde.), or, ‘nor ... and’ (‘nor 
male and female’, ouvk e;ni a;rsen kai. qh/lu), for the third pair in Galatians, we find the 
hypothetical ‘whether ... or’ (ei;te ... ei;te). The shift from ‘neither .. nor’ to ‘whether’ means 
a change in focus from the pairs together, to the separate groups. In 1 Corinthians, each 
group is listed separately. If the third pair was to be included in the formula in its Corinthian 
form, its wording would have to be changed considerably in comparison with Galatians. No 
longer could it be a quote from Genesis 1:27, where male and female are taken together. As 
noted above, in Galatians the third pair differs from the other two in its specific form, and 
breaks the parallelism of the phrase as a whole. Yet in the Corinthian formula, it would be 
difficult to insert the pair in this form. It would result in a very awkward construction, to 
something along the lines of ‘in one spirit we all were baptized into one body, whether Jews 
or Greeks, whether slaves or free, whether male and female’. 

In order to be included in a meaningful way, the third pair would need to undergo 
similar changes to the other two pairs, and would no longer be recognisable as a quote from 
Genesis. The full formula can be hypothetically reconstructed as: ‘because in one spirit we 
all were baptized into one body, whether Jews or Greeks, whether slaves or free, whether 
men or women (ei;te a;rsenej ei;te qh,leiai), and were all given one spirit to drink’.  

We might ask whether this proclamation would really be very objectionable to Paul. 
In the previous chapter, he makes statements that seem to come quite close: ‘Nevertheless, 
in the Lord woman is not independent of man or man independent of woman. For just as 
woman came from man, so man comes through woman; but all things come from God’ (1 
Corinthians 11:11-12). Men and women are both ‘in the Lord’, they are mutually dependent 
on each other. There is no reason to assume that Paul would not feel that both men and 
women are part of the one body of Christ. Nor would Paul most likely deny that both men 
and women can receive the spirit. While Paul objects to women praying and prophesying 
with bare heads, he does not object to women performing these activities as such, which 
would presumably require possession of the spirit.  

I would therefore suggest that Paul does not leave out ‘male and female’ from the 
Corinthian formula because it would undermine his message about gender. Rather, Paul 
does not include the third pair into the formula in 1 Corinthians because doing so would 
necessarily mean losing the reference to Genesis, and the creation account, which, as we 
have just seen, is essential to its meaning.  
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3.2 Shameful for a Woman: Paul’s Attitude towards Women’s Dress 
and Speech    

In his first letter to the Corinthians, Paul opposes certain actions of women, on the grounds 
that they do not reflect the appropriate difference between the sexes. These two well-
known passages deal with the need for women to cover their heads (1 Corinthians 11:3-16) 
and the prohibition of women speaking in the community gatherings (1 Corinthians 14:33-
36). These texts are sometimes seen as contradictory, since the first allows female speech 
under certain restrictions, while the second does not allow it in the ekklesia, the assembly. 
The tension between these two instructions, combined with the contradictions mentioned 
above, have led some scholars to the conclusion that Paul cannot be the author of the 
command to women to keep silent, and that the passage is in fact a later addition to the 
text.115  

In this section, we will see that the apparent contradictory nature of Paul’s ideas on 
women’s behaviour conceals a strong consistency, which is entirely in line with 
contemporary thought on gender. The appearance and behaviour deemed appropriate for 
women was seen as naturally different from that appropriate for men. These two passages 
from 1 Corinthians in fact show a consistent attitude towards women, one that is concerned 
with order, convention and particularly shame. In Paul’s thought, as in contemporary 
thought in general, women’s dress and women’s speech were related subjects, which were 
both seen from the perspective of propriety and shame. In both, a woman’s submissive 
position with respect to men should become evident. 

3.2.1 Women’s Dress and Speech in a Veiling Culture 
Although we cannot reconstruct the exact practices and attitudes with regard to veiling in 
Antiquity, it is clear that Paul lived in a veiling culture. According to a recent study by Lloyd 
Llewellyn-Jones, the veiling of women was routine in Greek culture, from the archaic era up 
until Roman times, with the possible exception of slaves.116 As in other veiling cultures, 
issues of modesty, honour and shame, social invisibility, pollution and sexuality can all be 
identified as components of ancient ideas about the veil.117 The evidence for women 
wearing veils in Antiquity is predominantly literary, although visual representations of 
women with head coverings also occur.118  

                                                      
115

 Gordon Fee, e.g., notes that ‘these two verses [33-34] simply lack any genuine correspondence with either 
the overall argument of chaps. 12-14 or the immediate argument of vv. 26-40 (Gordon Fee, The First Epistle to 
the Corinthians (Grand Rapids 1987), 702).’ Also Ross S. Kraemer, Her Share of the Blessings: Women’s 
Religions among Pagans, Jews, and Christians in the Greco-Roman World (New York: Oxford University Press 
1992), 149; Hans G. Conzelmann, 1 Corinthians: A Commentary on the First Epistle to the Corinthians 
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press 1975). For an extensive overview of the discussion see Curt Niccum, ‘The Voice of 
the Manuscripts on the Silence of Women: The External evidence for 1 Cor. 14.34-35’, New Testament Studies 
43 (1997), 242-255. 
116

 Lloyd Llewellyn-Jones, Aphrodite’s Tortoise: The Veiled Woman of Ancient Greece (Swansea: Classical Press 
of Wales 2003), 315. For the lack of evidence on slave women veiling, see 140-141. See also Judith L. Sebesta, 
‘Symbolism in the Costume of the Roman Woman’, in The World of Roman Costume, Judith L. Sebesta and 
Larissa Bonfante (eds.), (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press 1994) 46-53, 48-49. 
117

 Llewellyn-Jones, Aphrodite’s Tortoise, 155. 
118

 Llewellyn-Jones notes that the veil is frequently absent in Greek iconography. He attributes this to artistic 
considerations, see Llewellyn-Jones, Aphrodite’s Tortoise, 85-114. 



A Cosmopolitan Ideal 

216 
 

One remarkable literary example is the first century Latin author Valerius Maximus, 
who relates the case of a man who divorced his wife because he had caught her outside 
with uncovered head, 'a stiff penalty, but not without a certain logic'.119 Plutarch’s 
description of women’s clothing, when discussing a festival which included ritual 
transvestism for both sexes, is telling: ‘peploi and veils (kalu,ptraij)’. Llewellyn-Jones 
concludes concisely that ‘dress’ and ‘veil’ spell out ‘woman’.120 Different veiling customs 
seem to have coexisted. Sometimes a loose veil was worn; sometimes the top of the cloak 
was lifted over the head. Dio Chrysostom praises the women from Paul’s home town of 
Tarsus for wearing a veil that covered their entire face, leaving only a small slit through 
which they could see the road in front of them (Oration 33.48-49).121 

In spite of what can be understood from Valerius Maximus, Roman veiling custom 
may have been less uniform than Greek. According to Gerd Theissen, Roman and 
particularly Corinthian grave monuments depict many women without a veil. The different 
depictions of freedwomen as opposed to free women suggest that this could be a reflection 
of different social practices, although evidence from art is problematic as a source for social 
custom.122 

Jewish veiling practices do not seem to have differed from Greek ones.123 The 
earliest iconographical evidence of Jewish dress comes from the synagogue of Dura-Europos 
(third century AD). In these murals, all the women are shown wearing head coverings.124 
More importantly, both Philo and Josephus assume that married women wear a veil (Philo, 
The Special Laws III.52–62, Josephus, Jewish Antiquities III.270). Paul’s concern that women 
cover their heads when praying and prophesying is thus in line with both Jewish and Greek 
custom. Similarly, his particular sensitivity to women’s veiling in combination with women’s 
speech is echoed in other sources. Like Paul, Plutarch also connects the visibility of a 
woman’s body with her speech. 

Theano once exposed her hand as she was arranging her cloak. “What a beautiful 
arm”, said someone. “But not public property,” she replied. Not only the arms 
but the words of a modest woman must never be public property (dei/ de. mh. 
mo,non to.n ph/cun avlla mhde. to.n lo,gon dhmo,sion eiv/nai th/j sw,fronoj). She 
should be shy with her speech as with her body, and guard it against strangers. 
Feelings, character, and disposition can all be seen in a woman’s talk.      
(Plutarch, Advice to the Bride and Groom 31) 
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A woman should be shy with her speech as well as with her body, for fear of showing too 
much of herself. For a woman, speaking is almost like undressing in public, as Richard 
Hawley notes in his commentary on this text.125 By covering up her body and keeping her 
words and feelings to herself, a woman showed that she was not part of the public domain. 
Veiling helped to preserve and signal female chastity. It rendered a woman socially invisible 
and sexually inviolate. Neither her speech nor her body were to be seen as public property, 
as Plutarch states. Rather, the veil marked her as the property of the male whose honour 
was reinforced by both her invisibility and her chastity. 

Since a woman’s natural place was in the home, when she moved outside, the veil 
served as a sort of home away from home, shielding her from the outside world. Llewellyn-
Jones describes the veil as ‘a kind of portable domestic space’ confining women, yet at the 
same time enabling them to leave the home and operate in the public sphere. He describes 
how the face veil, the tegidion, gained popularity in Hellenistic world, at a time when 
women increasingly operated outside the home.126 By making them even more socially 
invisible, the face veil allowed women more corresponding freedom to go out in public. 
Increasing female freedom of movement and the growing control over female sexuality 
were thus intertwined. Plutarch continues by indicating where women’s speech is 
appropriate, viz. to and through her husband: 

A wife should speak only to or through her husband (dei/ ga.r ἢ pro.j to.n a;ndra 
lalei/n ἢ dia. tou/ avndro,j), and should not feel aggrieved if, like a piper, she 
makes nobler music through another’s tongue. (Plutarch, Advice to the Bride and 
Groom 32) 

Plutarch thus connects a woman’s seclusion and public silence with submission to her 
husband. As he states elsewhere, ‘A good woman, on the other hand, should be seen most 
when she is with her husband, and stay at home and be hidden when he is away.’127 A 
woman embodies the honour and shame of her husband or male kin.128 In this way, the veil 
ultimately supported an ideology that advocated female modesty, chastity, silence and 
invisibility. 

3.2.2 Veiled Speech and Submissive Silence 
We will now examine the way Paul deals with women’s veils and women’s speech, and the 
arguments given in his letter to the Corinthians. Both passages contain some unusual 
statements and claims, and the line of reasoning, particularly in the passage discussing veils, 
is rather confusing, as has often been noted.129 It is not my intention here to analyse Paul’s 
reasoning in detail. Rather, I aim to show the consistency between the two paragraphs and 
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the shared emphasis on shame and convention, which conforms entirely to the values of a 
veiling culture, as just outlined.  

When introducing his point that women should cover their heads, Paul immediately 
sets out by bringing in the notion of shame: 

But I want you to understand that of every man Christ is the head, and the head 
of a woman is the man, (panto.j avndro.j h̀ kefalh. o ̀Cristo,j evstin( kefalh. de. 
gunaiko.j o ̀ avnh,r() and the head of Christ is God. Any man who prays or 
prophesies with something on his head shames his head (kata. kefalh/j e;cwn 
kataiscu,nei th.n kefalh.n auvtou), but any woman who prays or prophesies with 
her head unveiled shames her head (avkatakalu,ptw| th/| kefalh/| kataiscu,nei th.n 
kefalh.n auvth/j) -- it is one and the same thing as having her head shaved. For if a 
woman will not veil herself, then she should cut off her hair; but if it is shameful 
(aivscro.n) for a woman to have her hair cut off or to be shaved, she should veil 
herself. (1 Corinthians 11:3-6) 

In spite of the lack of clarity with respect to certain aspects of the argument, there can be 
no doubt as to its main point: women should cover their heads when praying or 
prophesying.130 Even though various other matters are addressed along the way in the 
paragraph as a whole, the issue of women’s head coverings is unmistakably the main item 
on Paul’s agenda. In order to introduce his argument with a forceful point, Paul starts off 
with a forceful statement about heads: Christ is the head of every man, man is the head of 
woman and God is the head of Christ. The hierarchy is spelled out straight away. From this 
hierarchy of metaphorical heads, the appropriate attitude towards men’s and women’s 
physical heads can be deduced. Men should not cover their heads, but women should. 
Breaking this gender boundary is shameful for men and women, and Paul uses the same 
word for both (kataiscu,nei 1 Corinthians 11: 4,5). The shame of gender bending can be 
compared to the shame of having a shaved head. Here Paul uses the term aivscro,j 
shameful. This term occurs in only two instances in Paul’s letters, in this passage and when 
describing a woman speaking in the assembly. There he states that it is shameful, aivscro,j 
for a woman to speak. We will return to this issue when discussing the passage on women’s 
silence. 

It is not exactly clear to what Paul refers when equating the shame of not veiling 
with the shame of having a shaved head.131 He makes his point with the use of a reductio ad 
absurdum. By suggesting that a woman who does not wear a veil should also shave her 
head, he discredits the idea that a woman can leave her head uncovered and thereby 
enforces veiling as the social norm. Of course, Paul’s logic only holds persuasion for those 
who already accept the idea that showing one’s hair in public is inappropriate.  

At the end of the passage, after bringing in several other points, most notably the 
hierarchy in the creation of man and women, Paul returns to issues of honour and 
convention: 
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Does not nature itself teach you that if a man wears long hair, it is degrading 
(avtimi,a) to him, but if a woman has long hair, it is her glory (do,xa)? For her hair is 
given to her for a covering (peribolai,ou). But if anyone is disposed to be 
contentious - we have no such custom, nor do the churches of God. (1 
Corinthians 11:14-16) 

Paul asks the Corinthians the rhetorical question: ‘does not nature itself teach you that if a 
man wears long hair, it is degrading (avtimi,a) to him, but if a woman has long hair, it is her 
glory (do,xa)? Although Paul mentions men several times in this passage, it seems unlikely 
that he is indeed criticising their behaviour. They probably serve merely as a foil in this 
passage, since the question is what is proper for women, as Paul explicitly states in verse 13: 
‘is it proper for a woman to pray to God with her head unveiled’? The purpose of the men 
mentioned in the text is to provide a contrast. As non-women, they illustrate that what is 
shameful for them is the opposite of what is shameful for women.132 Since Paul argues from 
the hierarchy between men and women, he assumes that their different positions should be 
reflected in their appearance. The male norm is the undisputed standard, the female norm 
must be different. Paul thus assumes that nature teaches what is degrading and what is not.  

To appeal to nature in order to confirm the social differences between men and 
women, as Paul does in this text, may not have been unfamiliar to Paul’s audience.133 
Epictetus argues in a similar vein when discussing the relevance of beards:  

Nature has found a most becoming use even for that [the beard], enabling us to 
discriminate between man and woman. Nature (h` fu,sij) identifies itself even at a 
distance: ‘I am a man: come and deal with me on these terms. Nothing else is 
needed; just take note of the signs’. (Epictetus, Discourses I.16.10-11) 

Continuing his argument, Epictetus insists that the distinctions between man and woman 
are not only based on nature alone, they are in fact symbols from God: 

That is why we should safeguard the signs that God has given us (ta. su,mbola tou/ 
qeou/) and by virtue of which the genders were intended to be distinguished.   
(Epictetus, Discourses I.16.14) 

Like Paul, Epictetus thus sees the differences between the sexes, in this case in the form of 
facial hair, as stemming from a natural and divine order.134  

After this appeal to nature, Paul adds one final argument, that of convention. None 
of the other communities, or as Paul describes them here ‘the ekklesiai of God’ has such a 
custom. ‘We just don’t do that’ is what his message basically comes down to. The 
Corinthians are encouraged not to deviate from the social norm. Paul’s argumentation thus 
relies heavily on ideas of what is shameful for men and women, what is accepted, 
appropriate and natural. These are precisely the types of arguments one would expect, 
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based on Llewellyn-Jones’ interpretation of the culture of veiling. We will see that when it 
comes to women’s speaking, Paul has a similar line of reasoning. 

We now turn to the other well-known passage where Paul gives instruction for the 
behaviour of women. There are several notable similarities between Paul’s instructions 
about veiling and his command that women should be silent in the ekklesia. Straight away, 
Paul links his instruction to the convention of the churches: 

For God is a God not of disorder but of peace. As in all the ekklesiai of the saints, 
(~Wj evn pa,saij tai/j evkklhsi,aij tw/n a`gi,wn) women should be silent in the 
ekklesiai (aì gunai/kej evn tai/j evkklhsi,aij siga,twsan). For they are not permitted 
to speak, but should be subordinate, as the law also says (kaqw.j kai. o ̀ no,moj 
le,gei). If there is anything they desire to know, let them ask their men (tou.j 
ivdi,ouj a;ndraj) at home. For it is shameful (aivscro,n) for a woman to speak in the 
ekklesia. Or did the word of God originate with you? Or are you the only ones it 
has reached? (1 Corinthians 14:33-36) 

Paul claims that it is shameful (aivscro,j) for a woman to speak in church, using the same 
term as in his instructions about veiling. For a woman, both speaking in the ekklesia and 
having a shaved head, or as implied, an uncovered head when praying, is shameful. For both 
men and women, Paul also uses the related verb kataiscu,new, put shame on. For men to 
wear their hair long he calls avtimi,a, degrading. Gender boundaries were obviously very 
loaded. The fact that Paul uses the term shameful (aivscro,j) only in these two instances, 
both concerned with women’s behaviour and gender boundaries, should be taken as a 
serious indication that both passages reflect his ideas and that both were indeed written by 
Paul. 

The idea that these verses instructing women to be silent are a later interpolation is 
held by many scholars, to the point that the New Revised Standard Version even places the 
text in brackets. Yet very little can be said to support this idea. With regard to internal 
evidence, Gordon Fee maintains that the repetition of the word ekklesia in verses 33-34 
presents a redundancy which is hardly bearable.135 However, the term ekklesia is used here 
in two different meanings. ‘As in all the ekklesiai of the saints’, refers to the communities in 
different geographical locations. The second part, ‘women should be silent in the ekklesiai’, 
refers to the gathering of the community on a specific occasions, the assemblies. If the 
second use of the word was omitted, the command might be unclear as to when women 
need to be silent. The double use of ekklesia serves to make the instruction both general 
and specific: in all communities, women should be silent when gathering for the assembly. 

The textual evidence adduced to confirm the text as a gloss is rather weak. There is 
no manuscript where the passage is not found, only some where it is found in a different 
location, viz. verses 34-35 are found after verse 40. Careful analysis of the textual evidence 
has shown that these variant manuscripts in fact in all likelihood go back to one tradition, 
and stem from one archetype.136 The different placement of the two verses can best be 
understood as the result of a scribal error.  
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The passage on women’s silence does not differ fundamentally as to content when 
compared with the chapter as a whole, as is sometimes claimed.137 Just as the previous 
passages, the text is concerned with instructions about being silent (siga,taw, 14:28, 30) and 
speaking (lale,w, 14:27, 28, 29) when in the ekklesia. The fact that the transition to women 
is rather abrupt, and the return to the original subject equally sudden should not be seen as 
an indication of a later addition. Rather, this could be seen to signify Paul's discomfort with 
the subject, as do the unusual type of argumentation and the rather sarcastic rhetorical 
questions. Shameful behaviour is painful to talk about. 

If Paul clearly shows a consistent attitude towards women’s behaviour in both 
passages, how then to explain the apparent contradiction between the instruction to 
women to wear a veil for certain forms of speech on the one hand, and to be silent, on the 
other? 138 If Paul categorically demands silence from women in the ekklesia, or assembly, it 
inevitably follows that when he wants women to cover their heads when speaking in prayer 
and prophecy, he assumes that they speak outside the ekklesia. Indeed, nowhere in his 
argument about head coverings does Paul mention the ekklesia. Only in the second part of 
the chapter, in verse 18, does he turn to the community gatherings. 

Is there any indication that activities such as prayer and prophecy did indeed take 
place on occasions other than the ekklesia? Confirmation can be found in Paul’s own boast 
about his ability to speak in tongues. Typically, even wanting to be good at what might, on 
certain occasions, be bad, he states: 

I thank God that I speak in tongues more than all of you; nevertheless, in the 
ekklesia (evn evkklhsi,a|) I would rather speak five words with my mind, in order to 
instruct others also, than ten thousand words in a tongue. (1 Corinthians 14:18-
19) 

Paul speaks in tongues more than anyone, but has particular restrictions for doing so in the 
community gatherings. In the ekklesia, speaking with the mind is preferable. All the speaking 
in tongues that Paul claims to do apparently occurs outside the ekklesia. Of course, we are 
faced here with a piece of rhetoric: Paul does not want to be outdone by the Corinthians on 
any level, yet still wants to make his point about what is appropriate for the gatherings of 
the community. He stresses his fluency, lest anyone should suggest that it is his inability to 
speak in tongues which leads him to a preference for prophecy. Still, the text indicates that 
there are places other than the ekklesia where someone might speak in tongues.  
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A similar case can be made for prayer outside the ekklesia. Paul mentions his own 
frequent prayers (Rom 1:10), which evidently did not all take place in the ekklesia. Though 
there are no direct references to prophesying outside the ekklesia, there is no reason to 
assume that this is such a fundamentally different activity, that it could not be done on 
other occasions as well.  

Perhaps the question where women prayed and prophesied can be fruitfully 
connected to the question where women would not wear a veil. As Llewellyn-Jones makes 
clear, wearing a veil was a widespread custom. We have no indication that women would 
not wear a veil in any situation, except presumably in their home or when in the company of 
other women. It would seem entirely possible and in keeping with the separation of men 
and women in Antiquity, that female members of the community would sometimes meet in 
their homes, without men present. In such meetings, they could pray and prophesy publicly, 
in front of a female audience, and might not wear a veil. It would not be the activities as 
such which raised Paul’s anger, but the attire of those speaking, because he saw them as 
endangering the hierarchy between men and women. This could also be the sphere where 
we should see the activity of Paul’s female co-workers. Women were most likely active in 
spreading the gospel among other women. 

In conclusion, we can say that Paul’s ideas about women’s behaviour with regard to 
veiling and speech are entirely in line with contemporary social values. The difference 
between the sexes which results from divine ordering and which is reflected in nature 
should be confirmed in the appearance and behaviour of men and women. Any challenge to 
this difference is shameful for both men and women. Yet while shame in a veiling culture is 
particularly associated with female sexuality and a threat to chastity, Paul shows no such 
concern in his instructions about sexual behaviour. He does not single out women as 
responsible for the honour of the community, on the contrary, his guidelines show a 
remarkable degree of reciprocity. Rather, we should accept Paul’s own focus on male-
female hierarchy as his main reason for instructing women to veil and to be silent. 

Conclusion 

If we take Paul’s statement that there is no ‘male and female’ in Christ as a contribution to 
the cultural conversation of his time, we have to conclude that it is a statement about the 
eschatological end of marriage. This chapter has identified three reasons for doing so. The 
first is the contemporary understanding of the creation of man and woman in Genesis, and 
the verse ‘male and female he created them’ in particular, as the creation of marriage. 
God’s creation of ‘male and female’ was seen as the instigation of marriage, for the purpose 
of procreation. 

The second reason is Paul’s own argumentation about marriage and the reasons he 
gives why a person should or should not marry. The absence of any of the conventional 
arguments in favour of marriage, most importantly procreation and the continuation of 
society, suggest that Paul had a substantially different understanding of marriage from most 
of his contemporaries, even if his symmetrical references to men and women confirm the 
contemporary idea of marriage as a partnership. He himself connects this understanding 
with the approaching end. Since marriage is part of the world that will soon disappear, there 
is no reason to be focussed on it. The only reason left to marry is to avoid sexual sin.  
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The third reason is that Paul’s expectation about the eschatological end of marriage 
was not an isolated phenomenon, but was part of a wider expectation that is summed up in 
the Sibylline end-time prophecy as ‘no marriage, no death’.  

Paul thus believes that marriage only has meaning for the present world, and that 
there is no marriage ‘in Christ’. His stipulations about when to choose to marry and when 
not to, confirm the notion that has been building throughout this study, that the formula 
should not be taken as a straightforward description of the community. It rather describes a 
new creation, a reality that is not yet entirely present, but upon which believers can orient 
their lives. If they are able, they should not marry, but if porneia is too much of a threat, 
they can still do so. Paul draws implications from this new creation, but does not suggest 
that it already erases the world as it is. He negotiates the ideal of the end time with the 
reality of the present world. 
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Conclusion 
 
We started our exploration in this study with two questions about Paul’s statement on unity 
in Christ. We asked first of all what it would mean, in a first-century context, to say ‘there is 
neither Jew nor Greek, neither slave nor free, nor male and female’; what it would mean to 
put these three pairs together. The second question, derived from this, focussed on the 
possible meaning of the individual pairs. It asked what can we learn about Paul’s thought on 
Jew and Greek, on slave and free, and on male and female, if we understand the formula in 
which these terms occur as part of the cultural conversation about these pairs in Paul’s 
time. Having analysed both the statement as a whole and each of the three pairs as part of 
contemporary thought, we can now formulate an answer to both these questions.  

Three Pairs Together 

As this study has shown, the three pairs of Paul’s formula were all significant in the cultural 
conversation of his time about how to live, and how to organise society and family. On the 
one hand, they played a role when people talked about ensuring the continuation of society 
and the stability of the household. Philosophers of the early Empire emphasised the duties 
of the socially superior over the inferior; the duties of fathers over children, of husbands 
over wives and of masters over slaves, and the duty of all, especially the elite, to procreate 
and ensure the continuation of a stable and harmonious society by marrying and producing 
new legitimate citizens. ‘Remain not unmarried, lest you perish nameless’, urges the poet 
Pseudo-Phocylides, ‘beget in turn as you were begotten’ (Sentences 175-176). 

At the same time, the pairs feature in first-century thought about a way of life that 
was in some sense a mirror-image of this hierarchically-structured society.  When people 
imagined what an ideal world might be, they pictured it as a place ‘full of justice and mutual 
love’ (Diogenes of Oenoanda, Fragment 56), that did not require difference and barriers to 
ensure harmony. They looked forward to a time when property and work would be shared 
by everyone, without the need for slaves. They prised exotic communities where people did 
not live divided into separate families, but mixed up their relationships and their children. 
The different versions of this ideal all shared the notion that unity, harmony and freedom 
could be the result of abolishing those differences which were all important in society 
generally; differences created by laws, by property and by family. When Paul uses these 
three pairs together, he can therefore be understood to make a contribution to the 
contemporary debate about these types of questions.  

Our exploration of Paul’s thought on baptism highlighted why Paul felt the need to 
address such issues and make a statement about social unity. He was driven by the 
conviction that the end time had come, and that all people could now become part of God’s 
new creation through Christ. Paul worked out the consequences of this messianic age along 
the lines of contemporary notions about ideal ways to live: he envisioned a unity of all 
human beings with God and with each other. In a first-century understanding, such a unity 
implied a rejection of the conventional barriers between people created by family and law. 
In Paul’s eschatological perspective, the continuation of society, which was thought to 
depend on the continuation of marriage and family, suddenly became an out-dated 
concept.  The breakdown of the cosmos that God had begun in Christ, implied and enabled a 
breakdown of society as it had been. 
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The approach taken in this study, of reading the formula as a whole in the context of the 
contemporary conversation about the categories mentioned in it, has thus opened up a new 
way of understanding its meaning. It allows us to see how Paul contributed to the 
discussions at the time, and what was distinctive of his contribution. For a first-century 
audience, the three pairs would most likely having conjured up an image of an ideal way of 
living, an ideal community. Paul’s language may have presented an obstacle to someone 
unfamiliar with a Jewish perspective or Jewish scripture. The pair Jew and Greek, if heard as 
a subversion of the Greek opposition between Greek and barbarian, could possibly have 
sounded strange. The quotation from Genesis in the third pair also required some 
knowledge of Jewish scripture and its possible interpretations. Yet apart from these aspects, 
the formula would have struck a chord with a first-century understanding of an ideal time or 
way to live. 

Paul’s formula then also made a competitive contribution to contemporary 
discussions about the ideal. By portraying unity in Christ in these terms, Paul makes a claim 
for his gospel: the social reality that others dream about is real for us. We already 
experience an ideal community, an ideal way of life, and we are part of the new creation 
that will soon see this ideal realised in full. Perceiving the formula in these new terms also 
allows it to add to our understanding of what made Paul’s message attractive in his time. 
Paul presents an ideal that his contemporaries can relate to, that speaks to the ideas of the 
time about harmony and unity in the way people live together. 

Yet we not only have a better idea of what Paul does in using these three pairs, we 
can also recognise what he does not do. A further insight that the contextual approach of 
this study gives, is highlighting what Paul does not mention. One aspect that features in 
many depictions of utopian groups, one that is fundamental, for example, to Plato’s 
Republic, as well as for the Essenes in the descriptions of Philo and Josephus, is the absence 
of property. Sharing all goods equally ‘like brothers’ is seen the basis for their community. 
Paul’s formula, like the Sibylline prophecy, could have included the pair ‘neither rich, nor 
poor’ (Sibylline Oracles 2. 322), but does not.  

Paul does suggest that difference in wealth should not create difference within the 
community, when he instructs the wealthier members of the community not to despise 
‘those who have not’ (1 Corinthians 11:22) and that having possessions is something that 
belongs to the old world, not the new creation (1 Corinthians 7,30). Apart from this, 
however, the concept of property does not seem to play a role in his thought on an ideal 
community, unlike that of most of his contemporaries. Paul’s ideal therefore challenges the 
claim that wealth was seen in Antiquity as one of the fundamental causes of strife, which 
required its absence in an ideal community.1  

Conversely, Paul’s statement as an expression of a contemporary ideal also increases 
our understanding of ancient, especially utopian, thought. It confirms the importance of the 
absence of slavery as a component of contemporary social ideals. It further confirms that 
the absence of marriage did not, by this time, necessarily imply the absence, or sharing, of 
women. In Paul’s view, both men and women can turn their attention away from their 
spouses to focus on the central concern of the group, which has both male and female 
members. Even though he argues against marriage, and urges both men and women to 

                                                      
1
 See the discussion on utopian thought in Chapter I, section 3. 



Conclusion 

227 
 

remain unmarried, the way Paul treats marriage in this discussion confirms the first-century 
understanding of it, as a mutual undertaking of husband and wife. 

Engaging with Scholarship 
By understanding Paul’s statement in the cultural conversation of his time, we have gained a 
fresh perspective on it, which allows us to advance beyond the scholarly stalemate of 
‘inclusion’ versus ‘equality’. As observed in the introduction to this study, these two 
dominant interpretations of Paul’s statement appear driven in part by modern agendas and 
concerns. Our contextual approach confirmed neither of these qualifications as a suitable 
characterisation for the message of Paul’s formula, since neither interpretation has dug 
down deep enough in Paul, or in the thought of his time, to adequately describe first-
century concerns. While both inclusiveness and a lack of difference and hierarchy play a role 
in conceptions of the ideal, they do so in terms that are not immediately recognisable from, 
or transferable to, a modern context.   
 The idea that the three pairs merely refer to the inclusion of these groups while not 
affecting their respective hierarchical positions is difficult to maintain, in light of the clear 
emphasis on the absence of distinctions in discussions on the ideal.2 In descriptions of the 
ideal, people are seen as being equals, sharing everything (koinh/| d’ a[ma pa,ntej, Sibylline 
Oracles 2. 324) and as brothers (avdelfoi,, so, e.g., Philo, That Every Good Man Is Free 79). 
The relationships within an ideal community are different from those in society generally, 
exactly because all the members of the group can share a common interest. In ancient 
thought, such a common interest required the absence of social differences which were 
thought to create inequity and strife.  

As Philo explains, slavery creates ‘estrangement instead of affinity’ and ‘enmity 
instead of friendship’ (Philo, That Every Good Man Is Free 79). While such hostility does not 
present a problem in society generally for Philo, it is not acceptable in the context of an 
ideal community, such as the Essenes. Slavery goes against the mutual service which is 
characteristic of their way of life. That Paul shared this ideal of mutual service is suggested 
by his encouragements to ‘be slaves of each other’ (Galatians 5,13) and to ‘be devoted to 
one another in brotherly love’ (Romans 12,10, see also Romans 14,9; 15,7; Galatians 6,2; 
Philippians 2,3; 1 Thessalonians 4,9; 5,15). 
  At the same time, the conception of equality that can be seen to play a role in 
thought on the ideal is not envisioned as the equality of individuals, ‘irrespective of class or 
gender’.3 In our examination both of utopian thought and of Paul’s ideas about male and 
female, we have concluded that any notion of gender equality is absent. Since I have argued 
for an understanding of the third pair as referring to marriage rather than to gender as such, 
the notion that Paul proclaimed the equality of man and woman, in whatever sense, has to 
be rejected. Nor is there any indication that Paul, as Schüssler Fiorenza has suggested, was 
questioning patriarchy or structures of dominance in denying the importance of marriage.4 
Paul can rather be seen to reflect the contemporary notion of marriage as a partnership, not 
as a relationship that is oppressive to women. There is thus no basis for seeing the formula 
as a declaration of gender equality, or the equality of individuals generally.   
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While there is a concept in traditions about the ideal, of something that is seen as 
equality, this is conceived in terms that are distinctly ancient. In ideal communities, unity 
and equality can be seen as a consequence of not knowing who your parents, or who your 
children are, as in Plato’s Republic or among Iambulus’ islanders. Equality appears to be 
associated with the absence of the family; it can be achieved by living together in a group of 
only unmarried men, or unmarried men and women living separately, having left their 
families behind. Without family connections to divide them, people were thought to able to 
have all things in common.  
 This particular understanding of equality also has implications for the assumption 
that Paul uses the three pairs as a cypher, to indicate all social differences. Paul’s statement 
refers to something that is more specific and concrete than the general absence of social 
difference. As any utopian or social ideal, it echoes the particular social circumstances under 
which it is was conceived and the society or way of life for which it presents an alternative. 
It focusses specifically on those divisions that were seen as obstacles for unity: the 
boundaries between peoples and the divisions of the household.  

Each of the Three Pairs  

The second question that was formulated at the beginning of this study asked what we can 
learn about Paul’s thought on each of the three pairs, if we understand his formula as part 
of the cultural conversation about these pairs in his own time. For each of the pairs, our 
contextual approach and the emphasis on the ideal has made it possible to contribute new 
insights to these aspects of Paul’s thought.    

Neither Jew nor Greek 
The first pair of the formula is the most salient one for Paul and one that concerns him 
throughout his letters. In this sense, it reflects the contemporary interest in ethnic 
difference, or rather, in its absence. First-century cosmopolitanism saw the consequences of 
human unity first and foremost in terms of ethnic and religious unity. As Dio Chrysostom 
declares, the whole human race, ‘the Greeks and the barbarians alike’ share in reason, and 
therefore in an innate knowledge of the divine (Dio Chrysostom, Oration 12. 27).  

Paul’s ardent claims that God does not distinguish between Jew and gentile can be 
understood as a particular first-century elaboration of expectations about gentile salvation. 
His polemical redefinition of concepts such as the children of Abraham or circumcision, 
allows him to bring all people into God’s family. His thought can be described, as I have 
suggested, as a form of Jewish cosmopolitanism; a Jewish conception of a unified humanity, 
predicated on the end time. Yet in emphatically declaring that there is ‘no distinction 
between Jew and Greek’ (Romans 10:12), Paul speaks to much wider concerns about the 
differences between people. 

Paul’s eschatological perspective can also illuminate our understanding of his thought 
on the law. This perspective, as I have argued, allows us to see the radical nature of Paul’s 
statements about the Jewish law not as a consequence of a perceived problem in the law or 
in ‘Judaism’. Rather, it is because Paul assumes that God has taken a new step in sending 
Christ, thereby allowing both Jews and gentiles access to God on the same grounds of ‘faith 
in Christ’, that the law no longer functions as a characteristic of those who belong to God. 
Paul’s problem with the views of others arises when they do not share his conviction that 
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the end time has begun, or do not share his conviction about the implications of this end 
time for the positions of Jews and non-Jews in relation to God.  

Paul’s concern about the law as creating difference between people is shared by his 
contemporaries. They imagine an ideal time when ‘there will be no need of fortifications or 
laws’ (Diogenes of Oenoanda, Fragment 56), when ‘the earth will belong equally to all 
undivided by walls or fences’ (Sibylline Oracles 2. 319-320). Both Jews and non-Jews in 
Paul’s time can see laws as obstacles and boundaries between people. A unified human 
community does not seem to coexist with laws, unless it is an explicitly uniform law that is 
valid for all. As the Sibyl prophesies about such a new, universal law: ‘The Immortal in starry 
heaven will put into effect a common law for the people, valid over the entire earth, (…) for 
he is the sole God and there is no other’ (Sibylline Oracles 3. 757-760).   

Neither Slave nor Free 
When it comes to the second pair, the contextual approach and emphasis on the ideal has 
brought a new aspect of contemporary thought on slavery to our attention. The absence of 
slaves as one of the characteristics of an ideal society has so far been overlooked in 
discussions of Paul’s thought, yet it adds an important element to our understanding. 
Various expressions of ideal times and communities mention explicitly that there are no 
slaves to be found in them. Plutarch looked back to the age of Saturn ‘when there was 
neither slave nor master, but all were regarded as kinsmen and equals’ (Plutarch, Numa 23, 
11). In the early Empire, traditions about a past Golden Age were influenced by 
eschatological thought, and vice versa. For both types of thought, this resulted in an 
increased emphasis on the absence of slavery, both in depictions of the past and the future. 

That such an ideal of a society without slaves would resonate in the first century can 
be understood in connection with the prominence of cosmopolitanism. The idea that all 
human beings were connected to each other and to the divine had implications not only for 
ethnic categories, but also for slave and free, who could be seen in this light as ‘kinsmen, 
brothers by nature’ (Epictetus, Discourses I. 13, 2-4). In Jewish thought, these elements of 
the absence of slavery and the notion that all people are created as brothers, come to a 
clear expression in the ideal communities of the Essenes and the Therapeutae. The 
Therapeutae ‘do not have slaves to wait on them, as they consider that the ownership of 
servants is against nature’ (Philo, On the Contemplative Life 70). Paul’s statement that there 
is ‘neither slave nor free’, and his claim that slave and free are brothers, can be seen as part 
of this contemporary understanding that an ideal way of life would not include slavery.  

Nor Male and Female 
In connection with the third pair, a contextual reading offers little support for the accepted 
opinion that Paul here refers to the equality of men and women, however defined. I have 
argued instead, based on the perspective of eschatological unity, and the focus in the 
contemporary conversation, that Paul here refers to the end of marriage and procreation. 
Several Jewish authors in Paul’s time understand the creation of man and woman in 
Genesis, and the verse ‘male and female he created them’ in particular, as the creation of 
marriage. God’s creation of ‘male and female’ was seen as the instigation of marriage, for 
the purpose of procreation.  

That Paul denies the relevance of marriage and procreation in light of the end time is 
confirmed by his own line of reasoning on these issues. Paul’s expectation about the 
eschatological end of marriage was not an isolated phenomenon, but was part of a wider 
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expectation that is summed up in the Sibylline end-time prophecy as ‘no marriage, no 
death’ (Sibylline Oracles 2. 328). Paul thus argues that it is better for both men and women 
not to marry, and supports his argument by identifying marriage as one of the aspects of the 
world that is about to pass away. Paul thereby confirms the cosmopolitan notion that saw 
marriage as the first bond that ultimately connected men and women to all other humans 
and to society in general. It is exactly because marriage constituted a commitment to the 
continuation of the world that Paul felt the need to discourage it. 
 
In looking at Paul’s discussions of each of these three pairs, a pattern has emerged. In each 
case, Paul draws implications from his eschatological perspective and the coming of a new 
creation, but he does not suggest that it already erases the world as it is. He negotiates the 
ideal of the end time with the reality of the present world. This confirms the observation 
made in our analysis of the baptismal formula in Paul’s thought, that he does not use it 
directly in connection with the community of believers, but rather as a description of Christ.  

The formula cannot be taken as a straightforward description of Pauline community. 
It rather describes a new creation, a reality that is not yet entirely present. This new 
creation has consequences for the way believers live, but it does not already erase the 
world as it is. In his letters, Paul can be seen to urge believers to reorient their lives towards 
a divine action: by sending Christ and resurrecting him after his death, God has set in motion 
the beginning of the end and this future is already impinging on the present.  

What this reorientation means exactly, in terms of the practical consequences for 
the lives of those who undertake it, is not always easy to establish from Paul’s letters. Paul 
did not expect to have to make any long term plans. The communities that he founded 
were, in a sense, provisional; they covered the time between the beginning of the end and 
the end of that beginning, i.e. the return of Christ. Paul did envision these communities, 
however, as already trying to live out the new reality that was to come. In this sense, they 
were an attempt to realise an ideal community.  

In the metaphors that Paul uses, it is clear that he expects a community that is close-
knit and mutually supportive. By calling believers brothers, and occasionally sisters, and by 
referring to them as a body, by asking them to be each other’s slaves and bear each other’s 
burdens, he emphasises their mutual dependence. The fact that these types of metaphors 
also occur in other depictions of utopian or ideal communities confirms that we should see 
Paul’s letters as contributions to the contemporary conversation about the ideal. 

Further Questions 

In the introduction, I made the observation that Paul’s is one of the few voices from 
antiquity that we can still hear today. This examination of his ideas in the context of 
contemporary thought has shown that his was not a lone voice, as is sometimes thought. 
Paul’s expression of unity in Christ was unique, but it nevertheless shows affinity with 
contemporary understandings. This affinity is one of the aspects of this study that raises 
further questions.  

There is much to explore in the way Paul interacted with contemporary thought. It 
would be worthwhile to see whether we can identify with more accuracy the types of ideas 
that were relevant to him; the types of thought he engaged with. The prophecies of the 
Sibylline Oracles, for example, appear to have much in common with Paul’s eschatology, yet 
these works have often been overlooked in Pauline scholarship. The same may be said for 



Conclusion 

231 
 

the Greek romances, which offer a wealth of material that is underused, especially when it 
comes to issues such as the family, slaves, sexuality and marriage. Both the Greek novels 
and Paul’s letters, along with other New-Testament texts, are rare in that they have an 
interest in aspects of ordinary first-century daily life.  

In connection with the law, the eschatological perspective identified here has only 
addressed certain parts of Paul’s thought and can be extended to other aspects, such as his 
references to the law of Christ, or the law of faith. The way Paul conceptualises these laws, 
needs further analysis, especially in connection with wider contemporary conceptions of a 
single law for the ideal final society, as this was imagined in the early Empire.   

In connection with other New-Testament texts, this study raises several questions. 
The reading of Paul’s formula advanced here, as a description of an ideal, opens up the issue 
of Paul’s affinity with traditions about Jesus. Since the portrayal of Jesus in the Gospels as 
rejecting family and property is also understood in connection with the characteristics of 
ideal communities such as that of the Essenes, the similarities between the two traditions 
deserve further study. The argument made here for understanding Paul’s thought in 
connection with contemporary cosmopolitanism also raises questions about the later 
pseudo-Pauline letters, especially with regard to their views on marriage and family. These 
very different approaches to the family must also relate in some way to the contemporary 
emphasis on the connections between people, and the implications this is thought to have 
for views on slavery and marriage. 

Finally, this study has implications for the understanding of Paul in continental 
philosophy, especially in the work of Alain Badiou. Badiou’s influential study on Paul as the 
founder of ‘universalism’ centres on the idea that Paul’s thought constituted a radical break 
with the ideas of his time.5 To the extent that the views of Badiou and others are open to 
criticism from a historical perspective, there would seem to be the possibility for a fruitful 
dialogue.   

Our focus on Paul’s statement as a contribution to the cultural conversation has 
shown how it interacts with first-century thought. His conviction that he was called at this 
crucial moment to participate in God’s ultimate plan for the world, stimulated him to 
imagine what a new and ideal creation would be like, and how people would live in such a 
new creation. His summary of this new creation as ‘neither Jew nor Greek, neither slave nor 
free, nor male and female’ resonated with the concerns of his contemporaries. 

                                                      
5
 Alain Badiou, Saint Paul: The Foundation of Universalism (Stanford: Stanford University Press 2003), 107. 
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Samenvatting 
 
Dit proefschrift is de weerslag van onderzoek naar de bekende uitspraak van Paulus, ‘er is 
geen Jood of Griek, geen slaaf of vrije, geen man en vrouw, want jullie zijn allemaal één in 
Christus’ (Galaten 3:28). Deze uitspraak is veelbesproken en vaak geciteerd, maar er bestaat 
weinig overeenstemming over de betekenis ervan. De wetenschappelijke discussie spitst 
zich vooral toe rond de vraag of Paulus het hier heeft over gelijkheid, of over inclusie. Met 
ander woorden: is iedereen gelijk of mag iedereen meedoen? Deze vraag lijkt met name 
voort te komen uit een moderne discussie en de gebruikelijke benaderingen bieden niet 
veel zicht op een oplossing. Dit onderzoek kiest er daarom voor om zijn uitgangspunt te 
nemen in de discussie in de oudheid en stelt de volgende vragen: wat betekent het in 
Paulus’ tijd om deze drie paren, Jood-Griek, slaaf-vrij en man-vrouw, bij elkaar te noemen? 
Als we deze uitspraak begrijpen in de context van de toenmalige culturele discussie over 
deze paren, wat voegt dit dan toe aan ons begrip van Paulus’ denken over elk van deze 
paren?  

In het eerste hoofdstuk staan de drie paren samen centraal. In literatuur uit de 
eerste eeuw worden sociale verschillen en sociale hiërarchie soms uitgedrukt in paren van 
tegengestelden, ook de paren die Paulus noemt. De juiste verhouding tussen de man, de 
meester en de vader aan de ene kant, en de vrouw, de slaven en de kinderen aan de andere, 
was een onderwerp dat velen bezig hield.  

Tegelijk zien we in deze periode een gemeenschapsideaal dat gebaseerd is op het 
tegenovergestelde van deze hierarchische relaties, en waarin dezelfde paren voorkomen. In 
de Sibyllijnse Orakels, bijvoorbeeld, wordt gezegd dat de aarde in de eindtijd van iedereen 
zal zijn, zonder muren of hekken, zonder rijk of arm, zonder tiran of slaaf (Sibyllijnse Orakels 
2. 319-329). Een ander voorbeeld is de beschrijving van de Essenen door Philo van 
Alexandrië en Flavius Josephus, die worden gekenschetst als een ideale gemeenschap. Deze 
groep bestaat uitsluitend uit mannen, die niet trouwen en geen slaven hebben, zodat de 
leden met elkaar op gelijke voet staan. Paulus’ uitspraak lijkt te passen in deze 
voorstellingen over een ideale tijd of samenleving, en precies die groepen te benoemen die 
voor zijn tijdgenoten ook centraal stonden. 

Het tweede hoofdstuk richt zich op het eerste paar, ‘geen Jood, geen Griek’. De 
verhouding tussen Joden en niet-Joden is van groot belang in Paulus’ brieven en het eerste 
paar komt daarin dan ook het meeste voor. In Paulus’ tijd leefden binnen het Jodendom ver-
schillende verwachtingen met betrekking tot de eindtijd en de niet-Joodse volken. Eén van 
de utopische eschatologische scenario’s, die in verschillende bronnen is terug te vinden, is 
de verwachting dat de volken van de wereld hun afgoden zullen wegdoen en de ene ware 
God eer bewijzen. Wanneer Paulus verkondigt dat de eindtijd is aangebroken en niet-Joden 
ook bij God kunnen horen, heeft dit waarschijnlijk zijn achtergrond in deze traditie. Met de 
komst en opstanding van Christus is deze ideale toekomst voor hem tegenwoordige tijd 
geworden (zie Galaten 4:4; ook 1 Korintiërs 15:20-25; Romeinen 5:12-21). Deze gedachte 
vormt de achtergrond waartegen Paulus’ ideeën over besnijdenis, over de figuur van 
Abraham, en over de wet in dit hoofdstuk begrepen worden. Juist omdat voor Paulus, in 
tegenstelling tot de andere bronnen waarin we deze verwachting tegenkomen, de eindtijd 
al realiteit geworden is, moet hij een eigen en meer gedetailleerde invulling geven van de 
nieuwe situatie waarin Joden en niet-Joden samen God vereren. In de manier waarop hij dat 
doet, blijkt de invloed van het culturele klimaat van zijn tijd, waarin kosmopolitanisme een 
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belangrijke rol speelde: de gedachte dat alle mensen en volken tot één homogene 
samenleving behoren. Paulus’ denken over Jood en Griek moet gezien worden als een vorm 
van Joods kosmopolitanisme, gebaseerd op de verwachting dat de eindtijd was begonnen. 

In het derde hoofdstuk gaat het over het tweede paar, ‘geen slaaf of vrije’ en 
worden de verschillende passages in Paulus’ brieven waarin slaven voorkomen besproken. 
In deze passages ontkent Paulus steeds het verschil tussen slaaf en vrij, en beschrijft hij een 
nieuwe verhouding. Zoals hierboven al genoemd was een samenleving zonder slaven een 
ideaal dat door verschillende eerste-eeuwse auteurs wordt beschreven, en dat kon worden 
gesitueerd in het verleden, het heden of de toekomst. Het kosmopolitische idee van de 
verbondenheid van alle mensen is te herkennen in het denken over slaven, ook dat van 
Paulus. Slaven en vrije mensen konden worden voorgesteld als in wezen broeders, ondanks 
hun verschillende sociale posities. De uitspraak ‘geen slaaf of vrije’ past dus in de 
voorstelling van een ideale gemeenschap, zoals die in Paulus’ tijd leefde.  

Het vierde en laatste hoofdstuk bespreekt het derde paar, ‘geen man en vrouw’. 
Algemeen wordt aangenomen dat Paulus met de specifieke formulering van het derde paar 
een vers uit Genesis citeert over de schepping, ‘man en vrouw schiep hij hen’ (Genesis 1:27). 
Hoewel het derde paar vaak is begrepen als een uitspraak over de gelijkheid van mannen en 
vrouwen, wijzen de verschillende interpretaties van dit vers uit Genesis in Paulus’ tijd in een 
andere richting. Het werd met name opgevat als een vers over trouwen en voortplanting, 
dat direct kon worden verbonden aan de erop volgende instructie ‘wees vruchtbaar en 
word talrijk’ (Genesis 1:28). Het is dus aannemelijk dat Paulus’ ontkenning, ‘geen man en 
vrouw’, ook het beste gelezen kan worden als een verwijzing naar huwelijk en voortplanting. 
Deze interpretatie strookt met het voor zijn tijd ongebruikelijke advies van Paulus aan zowel 
mannen als vrouwen om zich niet te laten afleiden door een partner en dus bij voorkeur niet 
te trouwen (1 Korintiërs 7). Het past bovendien in de voorstelling van een ideale 
gemeenschap waarin mensen niet verdeeld leven in families, maar samen alles delen. 

De benadering van deze studie, om de uitspraak van Paulus te lezen in de context 
van de culturele discussie van zijn tijd, maakt dus een nieuwe interpretatie mogelijk. Het 
laat zien hoe Paulus bijdroeg aan het denken over een ideale samenleving, en wat daarin 
voor hem belangrijk was. Paulus presenteert een ideaal dat voor zijn tijdgenoten begrijpelijk 
was en dat in direct verband staat met toenmalige ideeën over sociale harmonie en eenheid 
in de manier waarop mensen met elkaar samenleven. Voor zover deze idealen te maken 
hebben met gelijkheid, heeft dit niet de vorm van gelijkwaardigheid of een algemene 
ontkenning van verschil, maar van wederzijdse dienstbaarheid en liefde. Paulus draagt zijn 
gehoor op elkaars lasten te dragen en slaven van elkaar te zijn.  

Paulus’ overtuiging dat hij geroepen was om op dit cruciale moment een rol te 
spelen in Gods redding voor de wereld, stimuleerde hem om zich voor te stellen hoe een 
nieuwe en ideale schepping er uit zou zien en hoe mensen daarin zouden leven. Zijn 
samenvatting van deze nieuwe schepping als ‘geen Jood of Griek, geen slaaf of vrije, geen 
man en vrouw’  vertolkte de idealen van zijn tijd. 


